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FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 


~ 
for 


Bitter Creek Area of Critical Environmental Concern 
and 
Mountain Plover Area of Critical Environmental Concern 


MT-096-99-04 


A complete analysis of the environmental umpacts of designating two areas as Areas of Critical Environmental Concern 1s 
comtained in the attached Environmental Assessment. This alternative (Alternative B - ACEC Designations) 1s described 
along with other alternatives 


Under this alternative. Bitter Creek would be designated an ACEC. If Congress adopted BLM’s recommendation and 
released Bitter Creek from WSA status, a plan for management of the ACEC would be initiated within two years. Until an 
ACEC Management Plan 1s completed, the special management would be the same as the revised edition of the IMP existing 
in 1998. Also, the Mountain Plover area would be designated an ACEC Management prescriptions would apply within the 
ACEC to protect the mountain plover during the nesting period from April | to July 31. The ACEC Management plan is 
detailed in the Environmental Assessment. 

The implementation and operation of this alternative (Alternative B - ACEC Designations) will result in no significant 
impacts to the human environment, therefore, an environmental impact statement will not be prepared The reasons for the 
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) are summarized as follows: 


1. No threatened or endangered species will be affected. The mountain plover, a candidate species, will be positively 
affected. 


2. The native grasslands will be unchanged and retained. 
3. The current permitted uses of the areas will be maintained. 


4. No known cultural resources will be disturbed. 
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CHAPTER I 
PURPOSE AND NEED 


INTRODUCTION 


Ths plan amendment and em wonmental assesment (EA) 
addresses special management for two potential Arcas of 
Critical Environmental Concern ( ACEC}. Biter Crock and 
Moun.ain Plover The BLM puta lands heeng comadered 
are located m Valicy County, Montana. Ths plan would 
amend the Judith. V alley Phill Resource Management 
Plan (RMP) 


An ACEC 1s an area where special management attention 1 
required to protect mmportant hitork. cultural or scenic 
values. fish and wildlife resources of other natural sy stems. 
of to protect life and safety from natural hazards 


The Bitter Creek Wilderness Study Area (WSA) (59.660 
actes) was found to meet the critena as a potential ACEC 
due to the scenic diversity and vanety of vegetation types 
and wildlife habuats. The Mountain Plover area (24,70 
acres) provides natural habtat for the mowntamn plover. a 
pramne bird ht 1s an area of native plover habrtat which 1s 
net assaciated with black -tasled prarme dog Appendia A 
has an ACEC evaluation summary of both nominated 
areas 


LOCATION OF THE PLANNING 
AREA 


The Biter Creek WSA. covering about 59,660 acres, is 


located in north Valley County, approximately 25 miles 
northwest of Glasgow and | § miles south of the Canadian 
border (see Figure |) 


The Mountain Plover area, covering about 24,7 30 acres. 1s 
lacated m south Valley County, approwmetely 20 mules 
west southwest of Glasgow The area im hudes the hardpan 
areas of the drammage ways in the Little Beaver Creek area 


(see Figure |). 


NEED FOR THE PLAN 
AMENDMENT 


Bitter Creek 


in November 1990. the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) received the Mixed-Grass Praine ACEC nominea- 


hen from «versal orgamzaiom m Momana The 
RomEnZO?n CACOMpawwc. approwematch, § S000) acres of 
BILM public land om north Valicy County. This arca was 
nomemmie’d tor ms natural micgrity. “enk valucs. 
vepetatiom and om the hase that a ms came of the largest and 
most imtact secthom of prance romameng m the Unned 
Mates and coupled wath the Canadian Grasslands National 
Park. would provide an emtact prasne cormdar hetween the 
Unnted States and Canada (Momtana Audubon Counctl, 
Snerra Club. Momtana Wridervews Association, Montana 
Wildlands Coalition. National Wildlife Federation. 
Montana Wildlife Federation, The Wilderness Society. 
and Montana Chapter of the Srerra Club. 1990.) 


In March 1998. the BLM completed an evaluation of thes 
nomenation to determene of mn met both the relevance and 
mmportance criiena for comuderation as a potential ACEC 
(see Appendix B) In summary. the entire nomenation « as 
found to be relevant om terms of the scemc. cultural. and 
wildlife resources In addition. two areas of approximately 
100.000 acres m size were found relevant from a natural 
pracess or systems perspective However. only the Biter 
Creek WSA (59,660 acres) was found to meet the 
mmportance criiena due to the scenx diversity and vanety 
of vegetation types and wiidlife habuat. The Bitter Creeth 
WSA does qualify for further consideration as an ACEC 


Mountain Plover 


in April 1989. the BLM received the Mountain Plover 
ACEC sommation from an individual The area was 
normnated for the concentration of mountain plovers found 
off of praune dog towns In many areas, mountain plovers 
are fownd closely associated with black tasled prame dog 
towns 


in 1992, the BLM evaluated the Mountain Plover 
nomination and fownd nt net both the reley ance critena and 
the pmportance critena and then recommended the area for 
further consideration as an ACHC (BLM, 1992). The 
mountain plover 1s an unusual shoreberd sence it spends its 
entore fe away from water It 1 a berd of open flat land. 
avonds mowntasms and seeks areas of low precupitation 
Mountain plovers feed promanly on mmsects and can thrive 
without drinking free-standing water Mountarn plovers 
are very selective m chooewlng new sites preferring 
expansive, arid flats (under 5% slope) with very shor 
vegetation (under 4 ynches) and a high proportion of hare 
ground (a mummem of Wi | 


For this ACEC nomination the BLM will cxamine the 
measures thal mamta acvng afcas and ways to cnhance 
the sustable remamung habiat Potential bemsteng factors 


the BLM mew determine of they require specu 


The following msues and planning critena wyll be used to 


formulate ahernatives and guide selecting the preferred 
alternative 


Bitter Creek 


Vebucte Travel Off -tughway vetucle (OH } travel has the 
potential to accelerate erowon and spread m-ssous weeds 
along with compromising the scm -prmutrve nommeatonzed 
areca Special management could address the long term 
need for a lymited OHV designation 


Energy Mineral Resources There 1s a gh occurrence and 
a maderate development potential for orl or gas Onl and gas 
activities withen this area may change the character of a 
scenx quality Special management could address the long 
term decision for onl and gas leasing 


Non-energy Mineral Resources There 1s a low occurrence 
and development potential for nonenergy minerals 
Nonenergy muneral resource development may detract 
nommotonzed area 


Land Treatments Land treatments can be effective tools to 
enhance the native plant communities Burning 1s favored 
over mechanical treatments as a natural method to wmprove 
ecological condoms Mechanical treatments could 
wmpact the scenx values of the area 


Vegetation Management Grazing cocurs throughout the 
area: Grazing activities that existed prnor to October 1976 
(the passage of FLPMA) are grandfathered imto the 
management of this area This means existing management 
of ranching operations during 1976 are im effect taday 
provided they are accomplished in the same manner and 


degree mm order to provide for a healthy coomysiem. Special 


management om the aca could mchude contenuing the 
promotan of the natural processes wethen thers coovyviem 


Nossows Plants: To ectam the naturalness of thi orca. 


auows plants arc managed by vseng the menemal ompact 
taal to control the spread of noice. weeds. whach comusts 


of mmegrated pew’ managemenm cfioarts 


Ripanan and Wetland Management of Watersheds Baticr 
Creck WSA is wethen the Willow North watershed An 
awewwmen of mpanan. wetland. and upland habs 
condmom was completed m March 1999. Mow stream 
and upland: m the WSA are mecting standards. The 
Willow North watershed plan mchudes recommendations 
for noxsows weed comtrol and for changes m grazing 
management to meet the standards Range wmprovements 
comtructed to meet healthy rangeland. standards could 
mmpact scenk values Special management could monitor 
the health of the streams to awewre they are functioning 
units withen the ecosystem 


Mountain Plover 


Vehicle Travel: Off-tighway vehicle (OHV) travel may 
diturd nesting turds and/or destroy nests and chicks. 
Special management could mclude off-road restnctions 
and/or slower speeds on existing roads 


Energy Mineral Resources: There is a moderate 
occurrence and a moderate potential for oil of gas 
nesting habvtat for mountain plovers may disturb nesting 
birds and chicks. Special management could include 
activities. 


Non-energy Mineral Resources There 1s a low potential 
for hardrock mincral development. There is a high 
Bentonite mining has accurred m the area Nonenergy 
moneral resource development. such as hentonite mining. 
may disturb nests and chucks Special management could 
include mitigation such as amung restrictioms and road 
placement or closeng the area to lacatong and/or leasing 


Land Treatments Land treatments such as chisel plowing 
would merease vegetation but would decrease hare ground 


habutat for the mountain plover Special management could 
im tude prohebiting any land treatments 


Vegetatnm Management Mountain plovers show a 
preference ror low prowing vegetation Grazeng by cattle. 
sheep. black tasled praine dogs and Richardson grovnd 
squirrels is emportant on mamtamneng the short vegetative 


heaght. Livestack are not required to be present for a grazed 
sate to be used by mountain plover. Past grazing ( promarnly 
during wemer and spmng) seemed to creaizs condmom 
sought out by mouwntam plovers. Nuttall’s saltbush and 
wild buckwheat appeared to be naturally dw art m “ature 
The availabilty of bare ground may also be wnportant to 
moumtamn plovers. Special management could mclode 
maimtamng how growing vepetatsom and hare areas 


Ripanan and Wctland Managemen of Watersheds Luttle 
Beaver Creck 1s the marr stream on the nommunated area lt 
classified as functional-at mk woth a statn trend Grasing 
management to umprove mpanan comdronm. must comuder 
effects on plover habutat 


RELATIONSHIP TO STATUTES, 
REGULATIONS, OR OTHER 
PLANS 


The BLM planning regulations require that resource 
management plans be “comustent weth officially approved 
on adopted resource related plans of other federal agencies. 
state. and lacal governments. and Indian tribes. so long as 
the guidance and resource management plans are also 
consistent with the purposes. policies. and programs of 
federal law. and regulations applicable to public lands ~ 
(43 CPR 1610.34). The BLM will review this plan for 
comsstency with other federal. state and lacal government 
or Native Amencan planning efforts The BLM will also 
rely on other entities to review this document for 
moonsistencies with then plans 


The Department of the Imenor, Fish and Wildlife Service 
(Service) is proposing to list the mountain plover as a 
threatened species pursuant to the Endangered Species Act 
of 1973. The proposed rule is in the Federal Register dated 
February 16, 1999: Volume 64, Number 30 pages 7587. 
7601. According to the Service, the current population 
estimate 1s between &.000 and 10.0000 berds Conversion of 
grassiand habvtat. agricultural practices. management of 
domestx livestack. and decline of native herbivores are 
factors that Whely have contributed to the mountain 
plover s dechne 


The designation of critical habvtat was determined not 
prudent by the Service therefore epecifx areas wothen the 
geograptucal area cocupred by Mountain Plovers would 
mot he designated under the bisting 


Mountain plovers breediny habitat in Montana is usually 
charactenzed by grasslands and shrublands Most breeding 


sites are grazed by damestx livewtack oF prance dogs and 
the largest sumbecr of tbeeeding mowntam plover m 
Montana 1s found on and around a lange compiles of black - 
tailed prasme dog towm om Phillip. and Blame counties 
Plovers are also found on non-pramne dog habutat on V allicy . 
and on Wheatland. Golden V alicy. Bog Horn, Broadwater. 
Carhon. Carter. berg, Jefierwon. Hill, Madmen, 
Muwelshell, Petroleum. Rowbed. Toole. Treavure and 
Teton Counties The Montana population m extemated at 
2000 turds for Phillis and Blaine Countics and S00 
mdr duals for the rewt of Montana 


Comervation measures provided to a species ited as 
endangered ot thremtencd under the Act mctude 
recognition, recovery achom. requirements for Federal 
protection, and profibvioms agar certam practices 
Recognition through bnteng encowrages and leads to the 
mmplementaiion of comer ation achom by Federal. State. 
County. and private agencies. groups. and individuals The 
Act provides for powsble land aoqurtion and cooperation 
with the States. and requires thal recovery actiom be 
carned out for all lsted species Such actioms are metiated 
by the Service followsng bsting The protection required of 
Federal agencies and the protubtioms agammet taking and 
harmeng are discussed. m part. below 


Section 7ia) of the Act requires Federal agencies to 
evaluate thew actions with respect to any species that is 
proposed on listed as endangered or threatened and with 
respect to its critical habwtat. if amy ms bemg dewgnated 
Regulations implementing this imteragency cooperation 
provisson of the Endangered Species Act are codified at SO 
CFR part 402. Section 7(an4) of the Act requires Federal 
agencies to confer mformally with the Service on any 
action that 1s lhely to jeopardize the comtenued existence of 
& proposed species or result mm destruction or adverse 
madification of proposed critical habtat If a species is 
listed subsequently, section Jia!) provides that all 
Federal agencies shall utilize their authorities im 
furtherance of the purpose of the Act by carrying out 
programs for the comsery ation of species listed pursuant to 
the Act Further, section 7(aX 2) of the Act requires Federal 
agencies to ensure that activities they authorize, fund, or 
catty out are not likely to jeopardize the continued 
cristence of such a species or to destroy or adversely 
madify sts critical habvtat If a Federal action may affect a 
listed species on its critical habriat the responsible Federal 
agency must enter into formal consiltation with the 
Service. Consequently, Federal leting will cause all 
Kederal aget Cres to comuder mowntan plover Comer, ation 
needs during thew review of activities that they may fund. 
authorize, of carry owt 
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CHAPTER 2 
ALTERNATIVES 


INTRODUCTION 


Thes chapter presents alternatives tor the Bmer Creek and 
Moaurtaen Plover peacntial Areas of Crt al bv ronmental 
Cencers (ACEC). Two alternatrves are analyzed m detail 
for cach peaential ACEC Alternative A. the no action 
ahernative, would comtmee currest management Wf 
slected. there woe J be no amendment to the Judah 
Valley -Phullgs Resource Managemen Pian (RMP) of 
devagnatom of amy ACEC. Alternative B would pron ide 
special management and dewgnate the areas a ACE s 
Dewgnation of an ACEC only applies to public land 
admunmtered by the Bureau of Land Management (Bi M) 


MANAGEMENT COMMON TO 
ALL ALTERNATIVES 


Bitter Creek 


Since this areca i 2 wilderness study area (WSA). 
management 1. gusded by the Imerm Management Podn » 
for Lands Under W riderness Review (IMP) Congress wil) 
ultematety decide whach areas are added to the national 
wriderness system Unmtel such tome as Congress decides. 
Biter Creek will contemue to he managed under the IMP 


Section 202 and G03 (c) of the Federal Land Policy 
Management Act (FLPMA) are the parameters for over all 
management of the WSA which moludes the “now 
impairment mandate (IMP Handhons ) 


The nommpairment critena are 


The use. facility or activity must be temporary This means 
a temporary use that does not create surface disturbance or 
involve permanent placement of facilities may he allowed 
if such use Can easily and ummediately he terminated upon 
wiiderness designation 

When the wee, activity, or facility © terminated, the 
wiiderness values must not have heen degraded wo far as to 


wugnificantly constran the Congress « prerogative regard 
ung the area s surtateiety for presery ation as wiidernes: 


The BLM s management policy ts to continue resource 
uses on lands under wilderness review im a manner that 


mamtiam Ge acas wetatelty for prewrveen 
wridernes. 


If the area ms oct dewgnated a wriderness hy Congres. a 
well wemcqgucathy he managed on acordame 6 mth pundame 
ter adjacent BLM putin land unlew atherw me qneceied 
under this plan amenarmnete 


Mountain Plover 


The Mortana/Daketas Standards for Rangeland Health 
and Gandetenes foe Livestock Grazing Managemen «ould 
apply to all ahernatives (BLM. 1997) Standards are 
tatements of piry sical and Prodagscal condom on degree 
of function requered for healthy sastamatle rangelands 
Acthes ong or making wagnifx ant and measurable progress 
tow aras these functiom and condmewm nm required of all 
uses of pubbln rangelands History al data when av alable 
vhowld he used when assessing progress towards these 
standards. The Lewistown District Standards and 
Candetones apply om the area 


“Lewrmtown STANDARD #5 Habvtat. are provided to 
marmtam healthy productive and diverse popelatiom of 
native plant and anemal species mmcbudeng special status 
species (federally threatened endangered. candidate on 
Momana species of special concern as defined m BLM 
Manual 6840. Special Status Species Management)” 
Management for indigenous vegetation and amemals i a 
pranty The emvironment comtarms components necessary 
to support viable populations of a senstive/threatened and 
endangered species on a given area relative to sete potential 


Guidelines for management of grazing (inchoding 
dowmestx anemals and wridbte) are preferred o1 adv able 
approaches to ensure that standards can he met on that 
ugrifkant progress can he made towards meeting the 
standard. The guidelines that would apply for thew 
ahernatives are, “Lewistown GUIDELINE #11 Grazing 
management showld mamta of emprove habwat for 
federally listed threatened endangered and semetive plant 
and animals “ and “Lewitewn GUIDELINE #12 Graring 
management showld mantann on promote the pry sn al and 
brotogi al Condition to seustamn native pupelatiom and 
COMMmunmties — 


The Endangered Species Act of 197) prowndes for the 
protection of hsted epecies and thee habetat. Species heted 


= GQuemened @ cadangers’d ac te moore ecu! 
preaccion Ary atom tht maz) deerementall) empat 
tee secs well be covered by Gee US Feb and 
Wiidiete Servace under a formal comadiaes praoee. A 
teeamtened spo © ome bheh to become cndangeted m 
the fewewceatic suture As endangered qreoe mone that 
faces Cite teem throughout afl on a wepmef a amt pewtecen cof 
ms tange. Federal apences ae Geected te carry cut 
program for threatened « endangered ecu and the 
ewcthoal hatwtat upon what they depend These program 
are to wrong thene species amd thew habetat. to a Comebstecen 
where the promective measures prom sed Py the adangered 
Specees Act are no henper nevewsary 


The BLM provedes the came level of protection to 
candidate specs a tted spectes cacept Ghat formal 
comultatiom are met requred The mandatory requere 
ments of the Fadampered Specs Acthave the pomentia! fow 
mpowng major comtraints on other wees of the BLM 
pubic lands In many cows. Mere & fo managerial 
dmcretion for carryeng out programs that confla: wath a 
thremened co an endangered species cbyectives 


ALTERNATIVE A - CURRENT 
MANAGEMENT 


Bitter Creek 


The area would not be dewgnated an ACHC The current 
management of ths area is guided by the Imerim 
Managemen Policy for Lands Under Wriderness Review 
(IMP), BLM Handbook 4550-1, ontll Congress 
determones ts chgrtebety wo the National Wriderness 
Presery atom System IH Congress does not designate thes 
area as wikderness ot wowld he managed mn accordance « mth 
gesdame for adjacent BLM publx land unless othe « ise 
specified (BLM. 1992) 


The WSA is not avaslatle for onl and gas leasong under the 
IMP The Federal Onshore On! and Gas Leaseng Reform 
Act of 1987 also probytuts BLM from leaseng wm WSAs If 
released from wriderness study status the BLM would 
protect surface resource values on lands open to orl and gas 
leaseng The area wowld he open with standard term: and 
standard lease stipwiation (Form 4109 1) The standard 
lease styepwlation wowld he used to protect raptor. Crucial 
wenter range wuls and visual resources 


With nomene gy meneral resources (hardroa tk muoneng) al! 
federal minerals ave available tor exploration and 
developmen Laploranen for or development of other 
munerals (sand and gravel) » net permuted If released 
trom wrkderness stuchy states the BLM patil lames «cml 


the anes ter exaploramen af develapmen. however there m 
the low profebuiny of ether general oourrence. (BLM. 
1oRy) 


Vegetative ruampulanen by chemcal, mechan. of 
tecdaga al meam m met permetied cacepe few (|) plamtengs 
on scodngs evtatinhed before October 1976 may te 
mamtamed tet act cupanded. (2) actrvaics tht qualify 
under the manner and degree prow nacm for grandt athered 
praremg wees, and (3) comrel of aoe woods and 
mdnedual cute plants when there & fo cflective 
ahernatrve and when the comtrod of mernicms woeds oF Choe 
plants are nevcewsary to mammtam the natural evodogn al 
balamoes wethen 2 WSA Hand o acral wodeng of native 
specees may be done to rewore natural vegetation. Wf 
released trom weridemness wudy “atu. land treatments 
wowhd he wermelar to that of adjacent lands 


Rangeland management activities on lands under 
wriderness review mmvotve the detention hetween grazing 


wees that are grandfathered by Section 60)3 (c) of FLPMA 
and those that are act Crandtathered grazing uve is that 
grareng wee. mchuding the number, tind. and claw: of 
bvesten h and season of use authonzed and used durvng the 
1976 grazeng fee year mc hudeng area. that were on the rest 
cycte of a grazeng system nongrandt athered grazing 1s amy 
grazeng that was net authorized and used during the 1976 
grazing tee year If released from wriderness study status 
grazing would he managed wermlar to that of adjacent lands 


Current management of novus plants 1 guided by the 
IMP where imegrated pest management is the promary toc! 
with provision of using the minemum tools necessary to 
eradicate such apecnes Publix education 1s moorporated 
emo the current management of what one can do to prevent 
che spread of noxious weeds through the Leave No Trace 
program. Wf released from wilderness study status, 
mmegrated pest management wi! still he the promary tool 


No action would he monated on BLM publ land wt. 4 
would jeopardize amy candidate species or jeopardize amy 
federally lied threatened or endangered plant or amemal If 
released from wiiderness study status the potential for 
developeng reservoers for watertow | production would he 
mnvestigated 


Under the IMP thes area ts managed as a serm prometive 
nonmetorived area. Wf released from wilderness etudy 
ates te area would be managed a af extensive 
recreation management area where a lemned (cmmmrtmert 
of resources will provide Gipereed and enetructured 
recreatromal actry mies 


Ott tagheay vetucle (OMY) travel ms hemmed to sumbered 
routes only Cross country travel « protwhated If released 


from wilderness wudy tates. OHV wavel would te 
resarxited scaxcmally dunng hunting wanm. to numbered 
roads Croecoumtry wavel would te allowed the 
remade: of the year 


Under the IMP. enemum empact fare suppreweor tactics 
wall be cm eved to meuure the acthom taben are saic. 
tumety. and effective Suppreswan techmgucs » rll foows an 
enhancing a natural barner wach we a road oe we NY 
released from weriderness study status. fire supprescon 
tactics wowkd he the sane as cn adjacent lands 


Under the IMP any land authorization mut satisfy the 
nomemparmen criena If released from wilderness stucty 
status. nght-of ways would be comudered on a case by cane 
has with appropriate stipulations. 


For any surface diturbing activities (cg mineral 
development. range wmprovements. nght-of-way loca- 
ton). BLM would evaluate the activity and of necessary 
apply mitigating measures. deny the authorization, of 
relocate the activity to a more suntable area. Surface 
drsturbeng activ ties would requere reclamation 


Mountain Plover 


The area would not be designated an ACEC. The area 
would he managed © anim omt with the existing ¢ dance 
from the Judith Valley Ph dips RMP 


Wildhfe and fishenes manage-nent pnonty would he given 
to the mountain plover The emphasis for habia 
marmtenance and development would he on present and 
potential habetat for semutive threatened and/or endan 
gered species No action would he mmmtated on BLM publi 
land which would jeopardize amy candulate on federally 
heted threatened and endangered plant or animal 


The BLM wowld protect surface resource -alues on lands 
apen to onl and gas leasing The mountain plover habuat 
area 1s cpen to on! and gas leaseng sutyect to standard 
stipulations (Form 109 1) The provisions of the standard 
stipulation would he used to protect the mowntamn plover 
(use or aoowpancy will be restricted withen 1/4 mule from 
identified essential habetat) 


Under the draft Judith Valicy Phill: OF and Gas 
Supplemental RMP/EIS (BLM. 1998) a new stepwlation 
would apply The 27 (0D acre hardpan area wowld have a 
special timing stipulation (see Appendian ©) The 
stipulation «surface use 1 prohebned from April | to July 
V1 wether 1/4 mole of cccuped nesting habetat for mowntarn 
plovers Ths stipulation dares net apply te the operation 
and matenence of production facilities For the 


romanmung cnergy muncral tewources ( poothern al. cul shale. 
and caal) 


the BLM publx lands would be open for moumg 
proxpecteng permet, and leaxcs woth metegatorom measures 


Wath momenergy muncral resources (hardrock meneng) all 
federal mincrals are available fo caploraien and 
developmen. The BLM would allow cxupleraion and 
developmen of hemonite resources wtule preventeng 
unnecessary or unduc degrada of sonmuncral 
reserces. This area available for muncral maternal 
diay * sal 


Lane .cetments such as contour furrowmg and grazing 
methads to mmprove pround cover and control erowon. 
runoff. and sedimentation could be apphed om the Willow 
Creek Basin anc on other locations with semelar souks. Prior 
to comstructing amy rapgeland mmprovements. a wridhite 
tologmt would provide site-specifx recommendations 
and develop needed mitigating measures 


Livestock grazing 1 managed as an imtegral part of the 
overall multiple-use of the BLM public lands. Range 
improvements (pnmanty reservows. and fences) would he 
built to support AMPs. Grazing methods to mmprove or 
marmtain mpanan-wetiand areas to proper functionmng 
condition would be continued or umplemented 


The primary tool for the control of nonsows plants would he 


IPM (imegrated pest management) which are mechanx al. 
hodogical. and chemical methods: 


Spraying or other control methads for msects could be 
retin ads 


The BLM public lands in thes area would remain open to 
off-road motonzed wavel Cross-cc entry travel ms open 
year g as described wm the Juanth. Valley Phillops RMP 


Fire management such as presemhed burning would he 
admunistered on an individual has om grassland types to 


wmprove wiidiite habetat and vegetation production 


Land suthorization: wach » fightsct-way would be 
comudered on a case-by<ase bast with appropriate 
Step lat cen. 


For any surface diturting activities (eg fange 
mmprovements muneral development nghtof way kxa 
ton) BLM would evaluate the actrvity and of necessary 
apply metigateng measures deny the authonzation on 
relocate the activity to a more suitable area Surface 
dreturbeng actives wowld require reclamation 


ALTERNATIVE B - ACEC 
DESIGNATIONS (Preferred) 


Bitter Creek 


Beer Crect. would te dewpnated an ACEC ( 99 000) patti 
wuttace acres. we Fopure 2). 1 Congress adegaed BLM + 
rocommendanen and telceed Baier Creek from WSA 
“ates. a plan for management of Ghee ACEC would te 
wmtiated wethen two vears The ACEC managemem plan 


would he developed through 


completed the special mane, 
the rev rsed eden of the IMP exrsteng om | 998 as dew ried 
under ARernative A 


Mountain Plover 


The Mowntaen Plover area wouwkd he dewgnated an ACH 
(24.7930 public surface acres. see Figure 4) The bowndary 
would be on exrsteng roads (4) 4) mules) and property bnes 
(Vimiles) A wanchable wridbte area could he extabbished on 
an uncttrusrve area for environmental education The 
ACEC wowld mmctude two habetat areas for the mowntann 
plover The prmary habeat \. the hardpan area | V aeda silty 
clay sovls) the Nouttall’s saltbush habitat on the valley 
bottoms (12.000 acres) The secondary habtats are on the 
gentle rises on esther wide of the valleys 


The followeng management prescrptiom would apply 
withen the ACEC to pronect the mowntan plover during the 


nesting pervad from April | to July 3) 


A seasonal rewtriction would be placed on ot! and ga» 
activites Geophysical exploration would not he allowed 
from Apr | to duly)! and onl and gas leases wowld om bude 
a stipulation that profibes surface use from April | to 
july 31 (nee Appendin D). The following mitigating 
measures would apply for amy orl on gas well Completed as 
a producer 


| Praductsion facthtes would he lacated off the promary 
habitat (hardpan areas) within the ACEC Pacilities 
wm bude for example the treater and the storage tanks The 
Pump unt wold moe he om bucked 


2 Pypetene and road comstrachon would not he allowed 
from April | to July 41 om the premary habvat 


3. Special projects (eg work over figs, pipeline 
mamtenance) during the permed April | to July §) would 
require an mvemtory to determune ff cocupred newteng 
haba cocurs The mventory would have to he Completed 


th 2 qualitied Predaged wang BLM aggeened preaccdures 
ft there are ce cugued newts wathen | /4 emule of the prequecd 
ate) matagaem cowld mo lude the ow of 2 tomgeeary 
road ow wath travel om the carhy morning cw lac afternem 
thet go evel fem | @am w- pm UW there we ne 
exxupeed aes wetten 1/4 aude of the pregened actrvaty. 


recial megatem measures ecals mt ape) 


The fedieow ong mmetegatong measures womid he Commadered 
Gureg Ge Plan of Operaiem approval pracew for 
hemtemtc cuplersion and developmen Maigating 
meaures would he apphed to prevent unnecessary oF 
wrdue de gr adatom 


|. Seasonal cowtrkom would be rocommended on 
euttace Geturtung activities from April | to Joly 31 on a 
casey cane Dae to prevent ennecemary of undue 
degradation Proposed surtace diturbeng actry mies during 
the perod April | te duly '] would requere an enventary to 
determune of cocupred newteng habaat cocurs If there are 
eocupred news wether |/4 mule of the proposed actrvity. the 
BLM would work wah the opermtor te relecate the 
propesed activity or lmt the sive and curation of the 
drturbance H there are mo accuped nests withen | /4 mile 
of the proposed activity, special mitigation meacures 
would not apply 


2 Alternative lac atom of tacthties off the prumary habwat 
(hardpan areas) withen the ACEC 


V Access route desugn for exploranon and developmem 
would memmze vurtace disturharce to avond cccumed 
nesting habetat 


4) Concurrent reclamation would he emphasized to keep 
drsturhance to a mememum thereby reducing habrtat bows 
Concurrent reclamation « the methad of reclamation 
where topses! removed from an area about to he mened i 
erther |) derectly and wmmediately reapphed to the adjacent 
muned area or )) the tapsor! 1 apphed to the area mwas 
removec from ett «a shot time (1.2 months) 
Comcurr at reclamation provides the greatest opportune: 
t© fetern Ge mative plant community to the ste by 
preservong the seeds rocts and sol mcrocrgamems The 
topses! matenal ms omly ahowt | > uches thick over shale on 
mrost places Wethen this then layer are all the mngrechents to 
reestabiinh the native plant community Hf concurrent 
rev lamaticn ns met used rec lematicn show he «ether at 
least > years The goal of reclamation wowld he to heep the 
vegetation short with hare grown 


5. Reclamation would wtilive native plat species 
Preterence wowld he given to plants that are low grow ong 


All ngte of way (ROW) grants wether the premary habeat 
would om tude the followeng stymelatian ( cmetrac tin 


activity and surface disturbance would be prohibtied 
during the period from April | to July 31 for the protection 
of mountain plover nesting habitat. Any exceptions to this 
mitigating measures would be considered on a case-by- 
case basis with appropnate stipulations from BLM Manual 
Handbook H-2801-1 incorporated into the ROW grant. 


the ACEC. No changes to speed limits would occur on 
existing roads. Portions of two roads are recommended for 
re-routing to reduce erosion and avoid mountain plover 
nesting habitat, Beaver Branch and Arrambide. Any BLM 
road maintenance during the time period (April | to July 
31) within the ACEC boundaries would be coordinated 
with a wildlife biologist. 


Off-highway travel would be restricted seasonally (Apnil | 
to July 31) to designated roads and trails (see Figure 3). 
Off-road travel would be limited to administration of a 
federal lease or permit. 


Current management for livestock grazing would continue 
but any changes or revisions based on standards for 
rangeland health and guidelines for livestock grazing 


treatments, ¢.g.. contour furrowing or chisel plowing. 
would not be allowed within the ACEC. Construction of 
range and wildlife unprovements or use as a fire staging 
area would not be allowed from April | to July 31. The 
containmenvVeradication of noxious plants would focus 
primarily on treatment in the fall and/or aerial spraying. 
The use of insecticides would not be allowed. 


ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED, 
BUT NOT ANALYZED IN DETAIL 
climinated from detailed study, along with a brief 
discussion of reasons why they were determined not to be 
reasonable alternatives 


Mixed Grass Prairie 


An alternative designating the entire Mixed Grass Praine 
nomination ($50,000 acres) an ACEC was not considered 
since the nomination does not meet the criteria of relevance 
and importance. Only a portion of the area, Bitter Creek, 
meets the criteria. To be considered as a potential ACEC 


and analyzed in resource management plan alicrnatives. an 
area must meet the criteria of relevance and wmportance. as 
established and defined im 43 CFR 1610.7-2 isce 


Appendix B). 
Bitter Creek ACEC Management Plan 


Management of the Bitter Creek WSA «11 continue under 
the IMP until Congress determines wilderness or 
nonwilderness status. The time table for Congress to act on 
this is unknown. Therefore an ACEC management plan 
would be premature at this time. and may be unnecessary if 
Congress determines thai this praine ecosystem should be 
represented in the Wilderness Preservation System. Since 
Congress can delay the fate of this area for decades, issues 
that would be apparent in developing a management plan 
today. may be moot pomnts if and when we need to develop 
a management plan 


Boundaries of the 59,660 acre ACEC 


Changing the boundary and excluding the northeast 
portion of the Bitter Creek area was considered. This area. 
often referred to as the “horsehead™ because of it's shape 
on the map, has a difficult boundary to define on the 
ground. However, this area 1s an integral part of the . verall 
Bitter Creek WSA in terms of the scenic, cultural, ad 


Introduction of Wild Horses 


lt was suggested during scoping that BLM introduce wild 
horses in the Bitter Creek area. This is outside the scope of 
this document. 


Mountain Plover Habitat Enhancement 


This alternative would include the use of livestock to 
increase the area of short vegetation. Domestic sheep 
grazing produces habitat conducive to mountain plovers, in 
other parts of Montana. This alternative would require that 
sheep be used along with cattle to more heavily utilize the 
grass in areas that are not naturally covered with shor 
vegetation or bare sections. This alternative was eliminated 
from detailed study because the existing fences would have 
to be modified to become sheep fences. These tightly 
spaced or woven wire fences would restnct the movement 
of pronghorn antelope. which are abundant in the area. 
More time and labor would be required of the livestock 
permittees, if sheepherders were used instead of fences 
Other reasons for eliminating this alternative 1s the area 
naturally has short vegetation and bare ground, and the 
potential for resource degradation. especially erosion on 
shale derived soil under very heavy grazing. 


Mountain Plover Nest Protection 


This alternative would include the use of cages to cover the 
nests of the mountain plover to crease the nesting 
success. Small mesh wire cages are currently being used to 
protect the nests of p.ping plovers by other agencies. These 
cages appear to increase the number of chicks that are 
hatched along the beaches of the cast coast and the sand 
bars of the Missouri River where people and dogs are 
consideration because destruction of nests or predation by 
people or dogs is not a factor in mountain plover 
productivity in this area. 


Mineral Withdrawal 


from mineral entry. To accomplish this alternative is 
beyond the authority of the local managers and would 
require that the U.S. Congress withdraw the 24,730 acres. 
ation because operators of bentonite mining could adjust 
activities to conduct most operations off the ACEC and 
reclamation could return the mined area to the native plant 
community. Mine plans will be reviewed and appropriate 
measures taken to protect nonmineral resource values. 
appropnate measures taken. 


No Leasing for Oil and Gas 


lands within the Mountain Plover ACEC boundary for oil 
and gas. This alternative was climinated from detailed 
consideration because adding additional tir-ag restiric- 
tions on oil and gas activities during exploration and 
production would prevent potential adverse effects on 
mountain plovers. Other agencies in Colorado have had 
oil and gas activities are not incompatible at all umes. 


SUMMARY OF ALTERNATIVES 


Tables S.1 and S.2 present a summary comparison of the alternatives and the environmental consequences. 


Table S.1. Summary of Alternatives 


Alternative A - Current Mgmt. 


Alternative B - ACEC Designation 


Bitter Creek Would not be desigrated an ACEC Would be designated an ACEC. If 
and would continue to be managed as | Bitter Creck is released from 
a Wilderness Study Area (WSA) Wilderness Study Area status an 
under the Interm Management ACEC management would be 
Policy. If released from WSA status mstiated within two years, during 
the area would be managed per which management would contimuc 
guidance for adjacent lands unless under the Interm Management 
otherwise specified. Policy (IMP). 

Energy Mineral Resources | The arca would not be available for Same as the IMP until a management 
Oil and Gas leasing. If released, plan ts completed. The area would 
standard terms and stipulations not be available for Oil and Gas 

Other Minerals | Federal mincrals are available for Same as the IMP until a management 
exploration and development plan ts completed. Federal minerals 
Exploration and development of sand | are available for exploration and 
and gravel would not be permitted If | development Exploration and 
released, lands would be open to development of other minerals would 
exploration and development. not be permitted 

Land Treatments § Mechanical or chemical vegetation Same as the IMP until a management 

Vegetation Management = manipulation would not be permit- plan 1s completed. Mechanical or 
ted If released. land treatments could | chemical vegetation manipulation 
occur. would not be permitted 

Grazing | Grandfathered range management Same as the IMP unti! a management 
activities would be permitted. If plan 1s completed Grandfathered 
released, grazing would be managed range Management activities would 
similarly to adjacent lands. be permitted 

Noxious Weeds | Noxious weed control would be done | Same as the IMP until a management 
using minimum tool and integrated plan 1s completed Noxious weed 
pest management concepts If control would be done using mini- 
released, integrated pest management | mum tool and integrated pest 
would continue: management concepts 

Recreation | Managed as a semi primitive Same as the IMP until a management 
nonmotonzed recreation area If plan ts completed Managed as a 
released. 1 would be managed as an semi primitive nonmotorized 
extensive recreation management recreation arca 
area 

Vehicle Travel | OH travel limited to numbered Same as the IMP until a management 

Off-Highway Vehicles | routes. if roleased. number route plan is completed. OHV travel 
limit would only apply in hunting lamsted to numbered routes 


Table S.1. Summary of Alternatives (continued) 


Alternative B - ACEC Designation 


Fire Manageraent = =—§ Minimum impact fire suppression Same as the IMP unti] a management 
tactics would be employed. If plan © completed. Minimum impact 
released, fire suppression would be fire suppression tactics would be 
same as adjacent lands employed. 

Land Authorizations All! land authorization must meet the Same as the IMP until a management 
nonimpairment critena. If released. plan ts completed. All land authon- 
reclamation would be required but zation must meet the nonmmpairment 

Mountain Plover The area would not be designated an Would be designated an ACEC. 
ACEC. No action would be taken to Special management would de 
jeopardize the mountain plover applied to benefit the plover. 

Energy Mineral Resources | Oi! and Gas leasing and development Seasonal restnctions would be 
would follow standard terms and applied to both exploration and 

Other Minerals | Federal minerals are available for Federal mincrals are available for 
would allow exploration and Seasonal restnctions (Apnil |- July 
development of bentonite resources 31), native plant species reclamation 
while preventing unnecessary or standards, facility location, road 
undue degradation of nonmuineral design and use restnctions would be 
resources. recommended and emphasized for 

Noxious Weeds | Noxious weed contro! would use Noxious weed control would use 
imtegrated pest management meth- integrated pest management meth- 
ods. ods. Facus on treatment in the fall or 

aerial spraying. Insecticidal spraying 
not allowed. 

Current management for livestock 
management would be implemented 
to meet Standards and Guidelines. 
and specifically address mountain 
plover habitat. 

Land Treatments Range improvements including, land Construction pronibited April |- July 

Range improements treatments could be done with 31. No mechanical land treatments. 
stipulations to protect wildlife 

Vehicle Travel | BLM public lands would remain OHV use would be restricted 

Off-Highway Vehicles | open to off-road motornzed travel seasonally (April | - July 31) to 

designated roads and trails 

Fire Management | Fire suppression would be same as Fire suppression would be same as 
adjacent lands adjacent lands. Restriction on use as 


a fire staging area, April | - July 31! 
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Table - S.2 - Comparison of Impacts: Bitter Creek 


Alternative A Alternative B 
(Current Management. (Proposed Action) 

Fire Management Minimum too! fire suppressson Low Impacts would be the same as the 
potential for umpacts from wildfire IMP untel a management plan 1s 
suppression activities: completed 

Land Treatments - Noxious Weed Use Imegrated Pest Management to Impacts would be the same as the 

Control control nowous weeds Low poten- IMP until a management plan 1s 
tual for mechanical land treatments if completed 
released from WSA status 

Rupanan Management Masntain PFC or steady upward Impacts would be the sarne as the 
trend to PFC IMP until a management plan 1s 

completed 
Special Status Species No effects Impacts would be the same as the 


IMP until a management plan 1s 
completed 


IMP restricts reservow construction Impacts would be the same as the 
Possible construction of waterfowl or | IMP until a management plan 1s 
fishernes reservoirs if released from completed 
WSA status 

Recrestion IMP restricts motonzed trail nding Impacts would be the same as the 
Potential loss of naturalness and IMP unti] a management plan 1s 
sem™mi-primitive expernence if released | completed 
from WSA status 

Off Highway Vehicles No off road travel under the IMP Impacts would be the same as the 
Low potential for creation of new IMP unti! a management plan 1s 
trails if released completed 

Grazing Under the IMP no change to grazing | Impacts would be the same as the 


Construction of reservoirs and fences 


IMP until a management plan 1s 


possible if released completed 

Energy Mineral Resources Not available for leasing under the Impacts would be the same as the 
IMP Moderate potential for loss of IMP until a management plan 1s 
naturalness. visua! impacts, wildlife completed 
habitat and secunty loss and cultural 


resource loss if released 


Low probability of development. No 
expected impact 


Impacts would be the same as the 


IMP until a management plan 1s 
completed 
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Table - S.2 - Comparison of Impacts: Mountain Plover 


Alternative A Alternative B 
(Current Management) (Proposed Action) 
Land Treatments - No treatments would occur on plover | No treatments would occur on plover 
Noxious Weed Contro! habutat No impact to plover habaat No umpact to plover 
Activities would be limited scason- 
ally. prmanty on treatment m the 
fall and or acral spraying The use of 
msecticides would not be allowed 
Fie Managenent No impact No wmpact. fire staging arcas 
restricted 
Rupanan Management Projects and fences constructed for Ripanan improvement could be 
effects on mountain plover habitat 
Wildlife & Fishenes Management No wmpact No umpact 
Recreation Open to off-road travel veariong Seasonal closures to off-road travel 
Minor potential for disturbance due Potential to attract visitors to view 
to off road travel Continued erosion plover Reduced impact from off. 
on poorly designed access routes road travel Reduced crosion by 
rerouting two mayor access roads 
Grazing Positive mmpact to plovers Sma’! Positive impact to plovers. No effect 


thon of range improvements would climinate potential dister 
bance due to constructions of 
Improveme its 
Energy Mineral Resources Leasing and exploratory drilling Lessee operator could be required to 
would be controlled by apply ing delay projects Timing restrictions on 
standard terms and stipulations to both exploration and development 
protect the mountain plover No would protect the plover from 
special management would be disturbance during the nesting and 
required during development rearing penod 
Non-Energy Mineral Resources No expected impact No expected mmpact 
Bentonite Impacts to mountain plovers would Seasonal restnctions on mining 
occur if mening occurred during activities would protect the plover 
nesting during the nesting and rearing penod 
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CHAPTER 3 
AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 


INTRODUCTION 


Ths section of the plan amendment and em ronmental 
assesement (EA) conta a descnpnon of the pertinent 
natural resources and land uses fownd m cach of the areas 
The follow mung critxal elements of the human em ironment 
are not affected and will not be addrewed further m thes 
document, av quality. prime and emigue farm lands. 
flandplarns. hazardows wastes. wild and scemk mvers. and 
environmental yustice The plan amendment would nut 
afiecct minority of low-amcome populatiom More 
information about the area can be found m the Judah 
Valley-Phulleps Resource Management Plan (RMP) and 
final Environmental Impact Statemeat (EIS) (BLM. 1992) 
and the final Biter Creek Wilderness EIS (BLM. 1989). 


BITTER CREEK 


The Bitter Creek Wilderness Study Area (WSA) is located 
mn the glaciated Missoun Plateau The topography comsrsts 
of fla to gently rolling terrain with rugged denuded 
badlands Summer temperatures are hot with maximum 
temperatures in the high 9) degree Pabrenhelt range 
Wonters are cold, with many days of sub-zero temperatures 
and a constant wind-chill factor 1s present 


Scenic 


Land charactenstics of thes area mnchude rolleng terramn. 
denuded hadlands. and lush mpanan areas The major 
dramages suppor shrubs. willows. and cc tonwoad trees 
Large plateaus converge into rugged erad 4 breaks There 
are some bigh cliffs and classic badlands type areas A 
“blow -out” type of landscape exists where the shale souls 
are held mm place by honzontal yumper. buffaloherry. and a 
vanety of small shrubs 


There are minimal visual intrusions which do not detract 
from the scemc expenence Scenx qualities mchude the 
vast. unhampered domamn. lack of synthetx facilities such 
as paved roads, buildings, billboards: and spatial 
orgamzation such as byne. form. visual compossmtions that 
dominate the landscape These visual compositions can he 
defined as vegetation characteristics. geology al features. 
visual clarity, and sacial mmprints. 


A watchable wildlife area 1s wtuated on the eastern rim 
where hawks and eagles can he seen soaring over the WSA 


Ths rem doffers on chev anon by as much as 6000 feet from 
the flace of the WSA 


Nightfall wandorm Gu aca mao datines wath 
Hlgmenation from the celestial «phere The lack of facehtes 
and hgtteng enhance the mgtt shy The seme of + astness 


Vegetation 
The Biter Creek WSA contains a variety of plant 
communmties om healthy condition mcbudeng mpanan. 


Canada wiidry> and other deep rated perenmal grasses at 
the upper terrace level Tree cover ms very emitted. species 
include green ash, plain cotienwoeed and peachical 
willow 


Leafy spurge has invaded the WSA and has altered the 
vegetation of some of the mpanan areas emermg Rack 
Creek. ht is estimated that there are SOD acres of leafy 
spurge on BLM publx lands withen the WSA About 2/1) of 
the area. on the north and cast, has a light infestation 
Chemical control 1s practiced mm ths zone In the Eagle + 
New allotment the infestation ms heavy along the streams 


and Chemacal comtral » net feawtle Brodaga al Commred 
Practiced om thy rome 


Water Resources 


The cote WSA & eethen he Willow Crock eatervied 
There are & renmal wrearm om thn areca and cxrteng 
waters om reservours and seaxcmal rund Comtaen tngh levels 
of salts. Willow Creek. Bimer Creet.. Chichotem Creek. and 
Lagies New Coulee are the premary “ream cowrses om the 
WSA. Al of te nparten wee we cother @ proper 
furnctrcmeng comdsticm on fumctemal at rb 


Special Status Species 


Special stow species om tude the followeng (|) proposed 
epecees - species that have heen officially proposed for 
besteng as threatened or endangered by the Secretary of the 
imertor, (2) THE species - species officially tted a 
threatened oF endangered by the Secretary of the bmencr 
under the provrwom of the Endangered Species Act. (') 
cCandsdate species species dewgnated a candidates for 
besteng as threatened or endangered by the bieh and W ricdlite 
Service. (4) sensitive qpecies - species dewgnated by a 
State Derector as sensitive 


Under contract wath BLM the Momana Natural Heruage 


Program sampled plots im the area to determine the 
presence of threatened endangered «1 rare plant species oF 
communities No threatened/endangered plant species oF 
communities were found The only plam on the BLM 
watch lst found wm Valley county « Bractless Mentzeha 
(Mentzeha muda) and a has heen found mm the far eastern 
part of the county next to Missewn River tn mot lacated 
wm the Bitter Creek area 


Histone al and potential habetat for five species of wridhte 
whch are federally \lassified as endangered oF threatened 
aoour with the Judith Valley Phullips planning area 
These species are the bald eagle black footed ferret gray 
wolf, least tern, and piping plover Bald cagles could 
rrugrate through the area but they would mot stay for a 
lengthy penad of teme onto mest om the area There is very 
bemited bia t footed ferret habutat and no ferret veghtngs 
have been made A gray wolf was known to wander 
trough the aca appronimately 20 years ago, bet no 
sightings have been reported since. The remaining 2 
species least tern and pepeng plover would nat he expected 
to he fownd on the area 


No proposed T/E species are found here bet the area 
provides habust for candidate wildlife species. The 
candidate species that cowld we the area at some treme 
durvng the year are swift fon and Black tasled pramne dog 


The area provides habeas for BLM dewgnmed wmsrve 
specees, The scnetirve qpececs Ghat cowhd we the wea of 
some Ome dung Ge yer ae 3 Peregrme ftaloon, 
Ferrugmen hawt Loggerhead sarvke Northern gowhawt 
Bawd sparrow Cam ahead Commem kew | cong tolled 
curtes Swamecm » hawt and Burros ong ow! 


The Bemer Creet area commbones a lact of road deveboapment 
eth a vanety of hata. efech sapgperts a drverwty of 
grawiand wildite pecs. Incleded m@ Ge aes ae 
excetient cramples of prane mpanan eetiand gravsiand. 
wendy draw and breaks habetat. Mogratcry game upland 
game and nongame berds raptors game and nomgame 
redeem wildiite, furtbearing, and predmory wildiite 
species. amptvinam and reptrles are present om the area 
ewher veartong or weauwmally The predemnant « ridhte 
species m the area are omes that mmgrate Game species 
include mule deer. pronghern ameclope. sharp-tailed 
growse and sage growse Ome black tasted prame dog town 
ts becated wm the southern end of "he area 


Cultural Resources 


Numerous cultural ses are anown to aocur im the vicenty 
of the WSA a: a rewh of progect related imventories 
Pretrstork omhabrtants of the area were sem nomadx 
hemter gatherers They were dependant on the abundant 
bison, pronghorn. deer and efk of the region as well a 
seasonally important plant species. They left behind 
chapped stone tool. fire hearths and the stones that held 
down the bottom of ther ledges of tepees. Thew 
pretrstork features are still visible on the WSA Thee region 
was later homestieaded and cultural features avon sated 
with farmeng and rarung lvestack are also om the area 


Recreation 


Major recreation imterests imclede hunting. wildlife 
viewrng. biking. wghtseemng nature study and photogra 
piry Other recreational uses onchude campeng backpack 
mg. and viewing homesteads An mmterageny » atc hable 
wiidhte brachure exists which features the Biter Creek 
watchable wiidhfe area draw eng towrrets to this vite 


Th: area is managed for sparse use what is appealing to 
wndrvidurls who value forexample challenge remotenes. 
mmmal sxial encounters This seem promutive 
nommeton red area diverufies the recreaian cpportumities 
wn Northeastern Montana 


Off tughway vetucle (OHV) use 1 restricted yearlong to 
the summbered roads only while fort and horse travel carry 


wriderness status of the Better Creek WSA A lease on state 
lands bordered by wnsts of the WSA has expired 


Natural gas production m Valley County exclusively gas 
from the Bowdowu Dome Area which comsrsts of shallow 
low pressure reservours of Cretaceous and older age The 
average depth of production 1s about | SOD feet bn addition 
to these existing producing fields. Valley County comtanms 
an area which 1s Comudered high potential for exploration 


The Better Creek area 1s at the western edge of the Willison 
Basin geologx province The Williston Basin contamns 
structural deformation features yn the form of antx tinal and 
synctenal folds whach act as structural traps to the migration 
of bydracarhoms I 1 these features that are of interest to 
the ofl and gas industry for possible exploration and 
development The sedementary racks are relatively narrow 
im thickness (7000-9000 feet) im the Baw before the 
crystalline basement rack (nom sedementary rack and very 
unlikely to Contain hydracarhoms) 1 encountered Leasing 


and development @ Ge Baws be produced proiifx 
amounts of cel and ga om caacrn Memtana and ecucrn 


Narth Dakota 


The Bowden Downe gas freid 16 miles wuthbwew ms the 
nearest bydrew arto preedea tec Latre Onl Peek ken med 
VS miles to the southeast ms the nearest Wellton Basen onl 
prrcadan Trem 


Land Authorizations 


Northern Border Pypetene Company has a 4 1/2 mole hong 
right of way for an undergrownd gas pepetone om the ACEC 
area There are no other nght.of ways wither the ACEC 
area 


Ft conomic and Social 


The area 1s rural. sparsely populated «ith an agricultural 
based lfewtyle Valley County »s population was &.) 9 m 
1990, a 20% decrease from 1980. In recent years the 
population of Valicy County bas moreaced with a 
estmated 1995 population of 8.46). a 1% merease wince 
1990. The population of Valley County is expected to 
continue to slowly morease. The economy of Valley 
C ownty 1s based on the natural resources in the areas These 
resources include the land. which «© weed for crop and 
lvestack production. and water and wildlife that offer 
owldont recreation activities. Moa of the county's 
employment and persomal moore is derived from these 
natural resources Agnowlture services. and government 
are the maim sowrces of employment im Valley County 


BLM publx lands contribute to the lac al economy through 
lvestach forage and dispersed recreation br addition 
publ lands are valued for thee environmental resources. 
recreational opportunities Cultural resources and om an 


moreasingly urban world the vast open space 


MOUNTAIN PLOVER 


A common soul along the watercourses 1 a Vueda wilty 
clay. This nearly level and gently sloping sail () to 9%) is 
on fans and terraces. The Vaeda series consivts of deep, 
well dramed sons that formed im alluvium deposited by 
water from ancient rivers Permeatulity m very siow The 
avatlable water capacity ms blow or moderate They have a 


tugh coment of wadeuem aliah) eth (au a drenerned 
condmen, and wtake of eaict ume the wel » rewrnied 
Ths seul ts sutyect to core Geding Sorface council & 
modem wo raged The hazard of wend cross me slog and 
the hazard of © ict crowem  mendetate A Comme term to 
dewrite these wh » hardpan Mawnan phen were 
fownd to premaarihy use these areas 


Surrcwndang the \ acda wlty clay semhs are predeemenant!y 
Lasam-Dilts clays wath Theho-Lesam clays, wath Sto 15% 
sapes The complies comet of amdulating to aromgly 
rodteng sork om uplands The smh ca cur en an enpreds tate 
pattern om the land« ape be places cotitles and stomes are 
om the surface Surface runoff m raged The hazard of « ond 
cromom 1s mexderate and the hazard of eater eromcm is 
severe (Son! Survey of Valley County Momana) 


Vegetation 


The mayer upland vegetation types that caccur on thes area 
mctude the Grass Big Sagetrush/grass and Salthush 
types These vegetation types are descrihed on the bucheh 
Valley Phillips RMP. Clubenoss Goes not cover any 
apprecvable amount of land on thes area The Salthesh ry pe 
the pmportant one for thr analysis so a short summary of 
thes type ns Nuttall © salthesh «the domenant plant on 
tread alluvial valleys aeectated woth sedimentary 
hadlands (wee figure 4) Avex iated grass qpecies on bude 
Sandberg bluegrass and western wheatgrass (see figure 8) 
Important forts oc tude pmctly pear weld omon and w vid 
parsiey Greasewoud 1 often avecnsated as a fringe type 


Mountain plovers were fownd to prvmarly use the Nuttall + 
saltbush habetat on the valley bottoms On the gentle rrves 
on erther wde of the valleys is the wrid buch wheat habetat 
Both habuats have an ecxutremely low vegetative heoght 
profile (<4 onches) and large amownts of bare grownd. 
primarily fownd on the hottom lands of the major dramages 
Other habitats wed by the mouwntamn plovers mcluded 
hentomtx scels domemated by a sparse growth of Lnctweed 
species (see figure 6), low rises im the bottom lands 
comtameng almost pure stands of blue grama and shale 
sells with western wheatgrass, This latter habitat was 
found on the mdge wdes among the honvontal jumper 
habitat (FaunaWeu. 1994) 


Other wmelar appearing areas of vegetation (or lack of 
vegetation) are cleewhere on south Valley County and als 
m north Valley County but not as extemerve Surveys have 
heen conde ted at vances temes durvng the lasi few years 
but mowntann plover have act heen ctwerved om amy other 


BLM putin iands on Valley County 


V ater Resources 


The pencetial ACHIC om wetter the Little Beaver Crock 
we amerhed Thr areca dram otc 0 cliow Crect. etch flows 


mmgrate through the area bet they would met stay for a 
lengthy periad of time or to mest in the area There is no 
Mack footed ferret habvtat mm this area. and no ferret 
waghtengs have heen made No wghtings of gray wolves 
have heen reported The remnarmeng > species least tern and 
papeng plover. would nat be expected to he found m the 
area 


The area does not provide ary habutat tor. andidate w ridhte 
apecies The area provides habuat for BLM dewgnated 
semutive species The semsserve species that could use the 
area a some tome durmng the year are Peregrine talcon. 
Ferruginess hawk. Loggerhead shrike. Long-billed 
curtew Swamson s hawk and Burrowing ow! 


black-tailed prairie dog towns are in the vicinity of the 
areas. The closest complex of larger towns is 
approximately 20 miles to the southwest. There is a small 
town on state land about 10 miles cast. Plovers are typically 
associated with praine dog towns greater than SO acres. 


The knowledge about mountain plover locations and 
habitat in the area received an carly assistance due to 
bentonite mining activities. Biologists in the late 1970's 
and early 1980°s checked out areas that could be mined for 
bentonite and documented the presence of plovers. 


Historical and potential habitat for 6 species of wildlife 
whuch are federally classified as endangered or threatened 
occur within the Judith-Valley-Phillips planning area. 
These species are the bald eagle. Peregrine falcon, black- 
eagles and Peregrine falcons could migrate through the 
area, but they would not stay for a lengthy pernod of time or 
to nest in the area. The remaining 4 species would not be 
expected to be found in the area for any length of time. The 
mountain plover is a candidate for listing as cither 
threatened and endangered. This potential ACEC was 
nominated for the mountain plover so considerable 


The mountain plover is » member of the group of birds 
called shorebirds that are usually found along the edges of 
water areas. It is an unusual shorebird since it spends its 
entire life away from water. The mountain plover is a Great 
Plains native that breeds on the and shorigrass praine from 
southeastern Alberta and southwestern Saskatchewan 
(NRCan, 1997) to southern New Mexico and winters in 
California, Texas, and Mexico. Since 1837, it has been 
found in 23 states, Canada, and Mexico. The number of 
mountain plovers has declined drastically in the last 
century. About 1900, i was abundant and was heavily 
market hunted in California and probably throughout its 
range. As carly as 1914, plover numbers were reported to 
be declining. (Nebraska, 1997) During the past century, 
the conversion of native praines to croplands has 
significantly reduced the availability of surtable habitats 
for this species, producing a significant decline im the 
continental population. 


Current distribution maps are misieading. showing plovers 
occurring over a large range. In reality, habitat within this 
range is limited. Nearly half of the remaining breeding 
population ts found in Weld County. Colorado and Phillips 
County, Montana, with a very local distribution elsewhere 
in its range (Andrews and Righter, 1992). They tend to be 
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poorly sampled by roadside surveys such as the Breeding 
Bird Survey (BBS) where they are recorded in very small 
numbers from New Mexico to Wyoming. The survey-wide 
indices are variable but with a declining tendency. (BRD. 
1995) The BBS routes in Montana do not cover areas with 
mountain plovers. No quantitative monitonng information 
from BBS ts available for Montana. 


The mountain plover was designated endangered in 1987 
in Canada, (NRCan, 1997) a species of special interest or 
concern im Montana and Oklahoma. extirpated in North 
Dakota and South Dakota. on the watch list im Kansas and 
threatened in Nebraska. (Nebraska. 1997) The US. Fish 
and Wildlife Service 1s considering listing the mountain 
plover as threatened throughout its range. 


The mountain plover looks much like a pale version of the 
back, wings and portions of the upper breast are a pale. 
of the crown is capped with black, and a black stripe 
extends from the base of the beak to the eye. The dark bands 
throat. In flight, the best field marks are a thin white wing 
stripe and black tail band fringed with a white border. 
Males and females are similar in size and color. (Nebraska. 
1997) 


The mountain plover 1s generally considered an inhabitant 
of the and shorigrass prairie. which is dominated by blue 
grama and buffalo grass with scattered clumps of cacti and 
forbs. Mountain plovers are very selective in choosing nest 
sites, preferring expansive, arid flats (under 5%) with very 
short vegetation (under 4 inches) and a high proportion of 
bare ground (a minimum of 40% bare ground). In parts of 
its breeding range the mountain plover selectively nests in 
prairie dog towns. (Nebraska 1997) Intensive grazing is 
beneficial for Mountain Plovers, and they also regularly 
occupy prairie dog towns (Knowles et al. 1982). Also 
west of, the shorigrass praine. These sites are mostly bare 
ground with scattered shorn forms of the genera saltbush 
(Atriplex) or sagebrush ( Artemisia) (Wallis and Wershier, 
1981, Parrish, 1988, Day, 1994), prickly pear (Opuntia), 
and Spanish-bayonet (Yucca) (Cowes, 1874) 


Mountain plovers arnve on the breeding grounds in small 
flacks. They are somewhat colomal during the breeding 
season, and may shift their breeding areas from year to 
year. Male. commonly reoccupy thei former terrtones., 
which they defend against imtrusion by other males 
Mountain plovers are solitary nesters. The nest consists of 
a shallow depression in the ground lined with a small 
amount of mat orials found nearby (Nebraska, 1997) Nests 
are often nea prominent objects (rocks, cow manure piles) 


to make the plovers less conspicuous to predators. (Knopf 
and Miller, 1994). 


Mountain plovers usually lay three well-camouflaged 
eggs. brownish gray in color and are spotted or blotched 
with blackish brown. Only one adult attends the nest. 
rotating the eggs and shading them on hot days during the 
size 35 days after hatching. (Nebraska, 1997) 


Chicks can run and capture their own food soon after 
hatching. Two to five days after the eggs hatch, adults may 
move the brood as far as half a mile to a mile and a half. then 
remain in that area until the chicks are fledged One of the 
biggest problems for chicks is exposure to the prairies hot 
afternoon sun. Shade is scarce on the prairie, and chicks 
seck shade under tall vegetation or in the shadows cast by 
livestock watering tanks. fence posts, telephone poles and 
adult plovers. Many eggs and chicks do not survive. Eggs 
mortality is primarily the result of predation. Predators 
(Nebraska, 1997) 


Mountain plovers feed primarily on insects, especially 
of prey consumed changes throughout the season with 
beetles most common from late spring to midsummer and 
grasshoppers and ants eaten in greater quantities in late 
summer. (Nebraska, 1997) Grasshoppers are a primary 
food item in Montana. All food “ems are consumed 
food items (Knopf, 1996) Mountain plovers will forage on 
which probably provide an abundance of insects. Adults 
also use plowed fields. 


Plovers prefer ones that have a dry surface and often move 
broods there to forage. Tanks with seepage usually are 
frequented by Killdeers Mountain plovers are rarely seen 
with Killdeers. (Graul, 1973). 


Little information describing mountain plover migration is 
available. USGS Patuxent Wildlife Research Cemter shows 
in the table Bird Banding and Recover, Data (Non-Game 
Banding Records 1955 - 1997) of all the birds banded 
(1,498) only four birds have been recovered. (Patuxent, 
1998) 


Fall flacking begins as carly as July. with birds leaving the 
breeding grounds by carly September and arnving on the 
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wintering grounds in carly November. They depart from 
the wintering grounds in mid-March and arnve on breeding 
grounds in late Apnil to carly May. 


When approached, a mountain plover is more likely to 
crouch or walk away than to fly. If disturbed, a bird may 
move a few steps then stop abruptly. standing silent and 
mouonless. When forced to fly. t mses rapidly with quick 
wing beats flying low over the ground. (Nebraska. 1997) 
and easily overlooked. They tend to be poorly sampled by 
roadside surveys such as the Breeding Bird Survey where 
they are recorded in very small numbers from New Mexico 
to Wyoming. (BRD, 1995) 


Cultural Resources 


Numerous cultural inventories have been conducted in 
south Valley County on behalf of development projects. 
These inventories have resulted in the discovery of 
numerous cultural sites. These are generally small 
prehistonc sites consisting of stone tools, remnants of fire 
pits or hearths and stone cairns. Also abundant in this area 
lodges of the plains once stood. The area also contains 
livestock. 


Recreation 


primary season of use is September | through December |. 


Grazing 


The area is permitted for livestock grazing. All of the 
allotments are managed under allotment management 
plans. They prescribe rest-rotation or deferred-rotation 
grazing Cattle are grazed in one allotmeni or another from 
Apni | through November |S. The hardpan areas preferred 
by the plover are primary grazing areas for cattle due to the 
nearly level terrain near Little Beaver Creek. There are six 
grazing allotments which are partially within the ACEC 
area 


In the past. domestic sheep were grazed yearlong im this 
section of the county Cattle and horses also grazed im the 
area During penads of low precipitation the competition 
for forage was intense. so some years the vegetation was 
short in heaght due to grazing and lack of growth 


Extensive bentonste mining occurred in the area in the late 
1970's and carly 1980's, including the construction of a 
processing plant on private land. The majority of the 
bentonite pit sites have been on mses just off of the hardpan 
areas. Occasionally small amounts of bentonite are trucked 
out of the existing pits at this time. A mune was active in the 
western most portion of the Mountain Plover ACEC 
through 1985. Final abandonment was approved for the 
reclaimed mine site in 1995. A photo of a reclaimed 
bentonite mine site 1s shown in figure 7. Mountain plovers 
have been observed on these reclaimed sites. 


There are currently 169 mining claims located on BLM 
public lands in and around the reclaimed area of the past 
mining activity. Twenty two of these claims are located 
inside the northwest boundary of the ACEC. There is 
potential for mining to occur on some of these lands in the 
future. Currently Core Home Corporation has filed a 3809 
Notice to develop a small surface mine on 4 acres of federal 
land adjacent to the ACEC in Section 11, T. 27 N.,R. 36 E. 


There are no mineral material contracts in the area. 


There 1s a moderate occurrence and development potential 
for oil and gas. Geophysical exploration for oil and gas 
occurred in the 1960's and an exploratory well was dniled 
im the carly 1990's near Hurricane Reservoi, on the 
western edge of the nominated areca. The well was a 
nonproducer. There are no currently active federal oil and 
gas leases in the area. There 1s the lskelihood of exploratory 
drilling in the future. Past exploration in southern Valicy 
County has involved drilling on exploratory units which 
range in size from 6 to 25 thousand acres in size (BLM, 
1992). 


Land Authorizations 


There are no rights-of-way or other special use permits 
issued in this area. BLM 1s required to provide reasonable 
access for the use and enjoyment of private and state lands 
surrounded by BLM public lands. 
Economic and Social 


See the Bitter Creek section. 


Figure 5 - Western Wheatgrass and Saltbush 


Figure 7 - Reclaimed Bemtonite Mining Site 


CHAPTER 4 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 


and policies in the implementation of this plan. The 
management actions will be cared out if adequate 
personne! and funding are available There are no umpacts 
to soils, water or cultural resources from any of the 
alternatives. 


BITTER CREEK 
Alternative A - Current Management 


The area ts currently managed as a Wilderness Study Area 
under the current Interrm Management Policy (IMP). If the 
United States Congress decides that the Bitter Creek WSA 
should not be designated a Wilderness Area. then the area 
will be managed under the guidelines of the Judith. V alley- 
Phillips (JVP) Resource Management Plan. 


summarized below from the Judith-Valley-Phillips RMP 
and Bitter Creek EIS. 


Fire Management. For implementation of this alternative 
under cither the IMP or the JVP, burning could be done to 
support natural and necessary processes of the ecosystem 
to enhance the native plant community. Burning would 
have no long term impacts on the grassland plant 
community There would be longer impacts if the limited 
sagebrush would resprout after the fires. 


Land Treatments. Conducting land treatments would be 
restricted under the IMP_ If released from wilderness study 
status, vegetative manipulation, including burning or 
chisel plowing of clubmoss areas could be done to promote 
rangeland health However. since the uplands in the Bitter 
Creek area are meeting the standards for rangeland health. 
it ts unlikely that any extensive land treatments would 
occur. If treatments were done, they would rewht in 
enhancement of the productivity of native species and 
advance the scral status of the native plant communities 
affected. Chisel plowing would leave the surface of the 
ground rough for 10-20 years 


Nosious Weeds: The “minimum tool” concept is used in 
WSAs to evaluate what type of method to use to complete 
a task with the least impact on the WSA's wilderness 


attributes Integrated Pest Management 1s defined as the 


use of many different tools to control weeds. For example 
the use of biological. chemical. and mechanical weed 
control methods 1s being used i the area north of Hinsdale. 
including the Biter Crock WSA. If released from 
wilderness study status. mo1s0us weed control would be the 
same as the adjacent lands. which is Integrated Pew 
Management 


Riparian Management: Construction of fences to create 
nmpanan pastures 1s more restncted under the IMP than the 
JVP. However, since the riparian areas in the Bitter Creek 
area are meeting the standards for rangeland health. 1 1 
occur. 


esther using the IMP or JVP guidance would not negatively 
affect any T/E, proposed T/E. candidate, or sensitive plant 
or amma species. Special status species are pnonties for 
management. There are no special status plants or 
proposed T/E animal species in the area. therefore there 
would not be any effects by this alternative. The 
management guidance in the JVP provides the necessary 
habitats and/or protection for T/E species, candidate 


Wildlife and Fisheries Management; Constructing 
waterfowl reservoirs or fishing reservoirs are restricted 
under the IMP reducing improvements to those resources. 
There is no change to the WSA status from wildlife and 
fisheries management under the current management 
alternative. If released from wilderness study status, 
reservoirs could be constructed for waterfow! habitat or 
fishenes. Since the area ts not prime waterfow! habrtat and 
very remote for fishing opportunities, it 1s expected that 
lamited water development would be done for wildlife 
habitat enhancement 


Recreation Under the IMP. this area ts managed similarly 
to the semi-primitive nonmotorized category of the 
Recreation Opportunity Spectrum. This would decrease 
the recreation opportunities for those people secking a 
motorized trail riding ecxpernence. If released from 
wilderness study status, there 1s the potential to manage 
these lands for development. This could result i a bows of 
naturalness through vegetation mampulation and building 
of structures and roads. This could alter the prevent 
character of the area and decrease the recreation 
opportunities for those people seeking a sem-prumutive of 
wilderness cxapenence 


Off-Highway Vetucies Under the IMP. travel rs lamned to 
sumbered roads only with no off road wave! allowed. 
Game retneval is muted to horses or by foot. If released 
from wilderness study status the arca would be open to 
cross-country travel except during the hunteng season This 
could result (low potential) 1a off road travel and creation 
of new trails im the area. 


Grauing. Implementation of this alternative would not 
change the current grazing management. under the IMP. 
Any changes to thal management of additions of new range 
umprovements are severely constrained If released from 
wilderness study status. range facilities such as crossfences 
and additional water developments could be constructed to 
manage grazing 


Qiland Gas: Under the IMP. the area is not available for ot! 
and gas leasing and exploration or development. This 
could reduce revenues to the US Treasury. There could be 
potential impacts related to oil and gas development. If 
released from wilderness study status, the area would be 
open to onl and gas leasing On! and gas development has 
the potential to alter the environment in the Bitter Creek 
area to the degree that the values that have qualified the 
area as a potential ACEC would be lost. There is a 
moderate potential for development of natural gas or os! mn 
the area. A mayor field discovery would severely impact the 
naturalness of the area. affecting the visual resource and the 
visitor's expenence in general. Wildlife habitat and natural 
vegetation would he impacted to a minor degree Big game 
wildlife security would be affected severely by the network 
of service roads that could be required and increase im 
human activity This impact would last the life of any field. 
possibly SO or more years. 


Minerals; WSAs are open to location under the mining 
laws until Congress determines the future status of the land 
Under the IMP. the area 1s not available for mineral leasing. 
If released from wilderness study status. the area would be 
open to mineral leasing. There is a low probability of 
development, no expected impact 


Land Authorizations: Under the IMP. there are no new 
authorizations and no impact If released from wilderness 
study status. the area would be open to land authon ations 
There is a low potential for environmental impact duc to 
reclamation standards for nghts-of-way and other land 
author ations 


Alternative B - ACEC Designation 
(Preferred) 


An environmental assessment would be completed im the 
future to analyze the ACEC management plan if Congress 
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releases Better Crock from wilderness study status Under 
the ACEC designation, the impacts would be the same as 
under the IMP described m Alternative A. until an ACEC 


management plan 1s completed 


MOUNTAIN PLOVER 
Alternative A - Current Management 


The area would not be designated an ACEC and would be 
managed consistent with the ecxmting guidance from the 
Judith V alley Phillips RMP 


of the current management alternative would restnct the 
land tweatments that could be applied. Any projects 
proposed on mountain plover habitat would be evaluated 
and recommended to not be umplemented. if there would be 
effects on plovers. No chemical spraying or other control 
methods for noxious weeds or msects occurs im the area 
presently and none 1s anticupated Controlling the location 
of the land treatments or applying mitigation measures 
would eliminate any potential effects to the preferred 
plover habitat. No effect on mountain plovers would be 
expected 


Fire Management. Implementation of this alternative 
would consider burning grasslands to improve habitat Any 
prescribed burning would be conducted during a time when 
there would be no effect on plovers. No restrictions would 
be placed on locating wild fire control activities. 


Ripanan Management. 9 Projects to improve mparian 
conditions may be needed. for example construction of 
fences to create mpanan pastures would be completed after 
evaluating their effect on mountain plovers and 
determining no loss of bare ground. Ripanan goals and 


Special Status Species: This alternative would not 
negatively affect any T/E. proposed T/E. candidate, or 
sensitive plant or ammmal species Special status species are 
pre nities for management There are no special status plant 
species in the area. therefore there would not be any effects 
by this alternative. The management guidance im the JVP 
provides the necessary habitats and/or protection for T/E 
species, candidate species, and sensitive species. The 
proposed threatened specie. mountain plover, was fot 
discussed in the JVP. The present plover habitat would be 
maimtamed, therefore there would be no effect 


Wildlite and Fishenes Management, Implementation of 
this alternative would restrict waterfow! projects by 


lumsting arcas where shallow reservows Could be built, No 
efiet on mountain plovers would be cupected. since 
pnanty would be given to mountain plover 


Recrrauon Implementabon of thn alternative would not 
affect current recreation patterns. Dispersed recreation 
opportunmies curt with thes area being used primanty for 
hunting and OH travel The primary season of use would 
remain September | through December |. The benefits 
associated with the cxnsting recreation opportunities ts i 
boosts the lacal economy dunng the primary season of use. 


The BLM public land in this area would remain open to off- 
road motonzed travel yearlong Outude of hunting season. 
this area has a smal! amount of off-road travel Conuderng 
this small amount of off-road travel on the hardpan area the 
potential disturbance wmpacts would be menor. due to the 
very short time needed to cross a piece of hardpan an 
incubating mountain plover would not be kept off a nest for 
too jong of a time, but a nest could be run over. The 
hkelhood for this to accur would be shght: 


Grazing. Implementation of this alternative would not 
change the current activities. Grazing of livestock would 
not have any effects on mountain plovers Livestack would 
have a positive effect by grazing the vegetation to a shorter 
height Construction of range improvements could have a 
small disturbance effect on plovers if constructed during 


Energy Mineral Resources, With current management 
ahernative BLM would protect the surface resource values 
on all lands leased for of] and gas with the standard 
stipulations and lease terms The lease terms of delaying an 
activity 60 days or moving an activity 200 meters (656 feet) 
would lessen any potential impacts on mountain plovers. 
but not entirely eliminate all impacts The nesting pernad 1s 
greater than (0) days and the hardpan areas are wider than 
656 feet The standard stipulation would be apphed to the 
mountain plover habutat area and all other leased lands The 
standard stipulation includes provisions for special areas. 
such as for mowntain plover habitat One special area listed 
1s “1/4 mile from identified essential habvtat of state and 
federal sensitive species” Any surface use of accupancy 
within such special areas will be strictly controtled. of if 
abvolutely necessary. excluded Use of accupancy will be 
restncted only when the BLM demonstrates the restriction 
necessary for the protection of such special areas and 
exiting of planned uses Identification of the ewential 
habwtat and the resulteng restrictions wowld he furnished to 
the lessee after hemng advised of a specif proposed surface 
use oF aocupancy on the leased lands 


The standard stipulation also says the BLM ts respomuble 
for assuring that the leased land i examined prior to 


2” 


undertaking amy surtace-disturbung activities to determine 
effects upon any plant or ammal species. ted or proposed 
for stung as endangered of threatened. of thew habutats 
The findings of this cxamination may rewh m some 
restnctsons to the operator's plams or even disallow use and 
accupancy that would be im violations of the Endangered 
Species Act of 1973 by detrementally affecting endangered 
or threatened species ur thew habetats Al the present time. 
the mountain plover ms not listed as an endangered of 
threatened species. but has been proposed to be listed as a 
threatened species. The proposed rule is im the Federal 
Register dated February 16. 1999 If the mountain plover 1s 
not listed this part of the standard stipulation would not 
apply 


Under the draft Judith-Valicy-Phillips Ov} and Gas 
Supplemental RMPYEIS (BLM. 1998) the lease terms 
would stull apply and a new stupulation would replace the 
standard stipulations. The hardpan area (the primary 
habitat area) would have a special teming stipulation The 
stipulation 1s, surface use 1s prohibited from Apni | to July 
41 wothen 1/4 mule of occupied nesting habrtat for mountain 
plovers. The time periods mav be made less restrictive 
nesting pernad due to the drilling of any onl or gas well This 
new stipulation docs not apply to the operation and 
maintenance of production facilites 


Before geophysical exploration a notice would be given to 
the Glasgow Field Station, showing the location of the 
and time frames for operations. Before the activity is 
allowed to proceed the office ensures that the operator 1s 
conveyed to the operator Considering the very short tume 
needed to cross the hardpan area the potential impacts 
would be short term, but a nest could be run over or an 
incubating adult kept off a nest for too long of a tome The 
hhelthood for this to occur would be shght 


Non-Energy Mineral Resources 9 implementation of this 
alternative would not change current activities All federal 


munerals are available for exploration and development 
This area was once the bottom of an inland sea, which 
covered the area with sediments burying any rack layers 
deeply. The development of hardrock mining i» not 
e pected, so rmpacts to mowntamn plovers are not expected 


Bentonite. implementation of the current management 
ahernative would be BLM would allow exploration and 


development of bentonite resources while preventeng 
unnecessary of undue degradation of nonmneral 
resources The phrase unnecessary oF undue degradation 1s 
defined as surface disturbance greater that what would 


normally result when an activity 1s being accomplished by 
a prudent operator m usual. customary. and proficient 
operation of sumular character and taking ito consideration 
the effects of operation on other resource and land uses. 
munchuding those resources and uses outside the arca of 
operatvons. An approved plan of operations would not be 
required for operations of less than five acres. Impacts to 
mountain plovers would occur if bentanste activities. such 
as tapso removal and access road construction accurred 
during nesting exther driving over nests or Causing nes 
abandonmem. Habitat would be reduced siightly until 
reclamation was complete. 


Lend Amthartinnions: tngl —_— : 
would that nghts-of-way would be considered on a case- 
could be restricted. No effect on plovers ts expected with 
stipulations added to control time of use and the area 
needed 


Alternative B - ACEC Designation 
(Preferred) 


The Mountain Plover area would be designated an ACEC 
and would be managed consistent with the guidance from 
the Judith-Valiey-Philips RMP as modified by the 
management prescriptions of this alternative. The 
consequences of this alternative would be the same as 
Alternative A plus other consequences as explained below 


Land Treatments/Noxous Weed Control Implementation 
of the ACEC alternative would restrict the land treatments 
that could be apphed and surface disturbing activities 
would be limited seasonally Any projects proposed on 
mountain plover habitat would he ev aluated and not done. 
if there would be effects on plovers. No wumpacts to plovers 
are anticipated to accur. wince controlieng the location of 
the treatment or applying mitigation measures would 
eluminate any potential effects to the preferred plover 
habitat. The containment/eradication of noxious plants 
would focus promanty on treatment on the fall and/or aenal 
spraying The use of imsecticides would not uc allowed No 
effect on mountain plovers would acouwr duc to the 
rewinictioms on spraying or other control methads for 
nowous weeds or msects. The fond source for the plovers 
would he unchanged «thot the use of meecticides 


tire Management 9 implementation of thi alternative 
would be that burning could be conducted to mmprove 
habutat Requests for prescribed burnmeng om appropriate 
areas would be a tngher prerty Any prescribed burneng 
would he conducted during a trme when there would he no 
negative effect on plovers. The ACEC area could not he 


used as a fire staging area April | - July 31 


w 


Riparian Management; Little Beaver Creck is the main 
stream i the nominated area Nt 1s classified as functional- 
at-risk wath a static trend. Construction of fences to create 
npanan pastures could he completed after ev aluating thew 
effect on mountain plovers. Grazing management to 
improve mpanan condmons musi comuder cfiects on 
plover habstat. Some proyects may not be constructed at all 
Managing grazing to maintain bare souls on the uplands of 
the primary habitat could slow the rate of smprovement to 


Special Status Species This alternative would not 
negatively affect any T/E. proposed T/E. candidate. or 
sensitive plant or animal species. The mountain plover. a 
proposed threatened specie would be positively affected. 
The special management activities of the ACEC enhance 
the habitat for mountain plovers. The chance for any 
potential disturbance of nesting birds is reduced or 


Wildlife and Fishenes Management Implementation of 
this alternative would be the same as the current situation: 
No effect on mountain plovers would be expected. since 
pnonty would be given to mountain plover 


Recreauon implementation of this alternative would 
restrict vetacle travel by recreationmsts. OHV travel would 
be limited April | - July 31 im the designated area, there 
would be menmmal affect since nearly all recreation use 
occurs during the hunting season (9/1 - 12/1). A watchable 
wildlife area could be established thereby offering a range 
of values to sactety as a whole, as well as specific economic 
benefits to the local community ACEC designation for the 
mountain plover may attract visitors during months that 
typically are comudered off season and can attract a wider- 
range of people with multuple mmterests to Valley County 
Without off-road travel on the hardpan area the possibility 
of disturbance and newt destruction wmpacts would be 
elummnated New roads would be designed to avond the 
preferred plover habuiat. Rerowtong sections of exrsting 
roads would have a long term effect on plover habitat by 
reducing erosson on the hard pan 


Grazing There would be no effect on grazing permitices 
of livestack by designating this an ACEC. The grazing of 


hivestack would not have any negative effects on tsowntann 
Plovers. Livestack would contenue to have a powtive effect 
by grazeng the vegetation to a shoner herght Comstruction 
of range and wildiite improvements would not effect 
mountain phovers by busking the mmprovements cutude of 
the nesting perad This could require an adjustment im 
comin tom schedules 


Lncrgy Mineral Resources implementation of this 
ahernative would not chimnate amy BLM putin lands 


from leasing. but could require adpustments in ~ heduling 
Wah an ACEC deugnation the BLM would plac 
addmonal reinciioms on the lewec/operatar's plam m 
order to chmunate possible effects on mountain plover. 
Timing rettrictiom: would be placed on peophyucal 
exploration. dniling. and the operation and masmicnance of 
production faciimes. The stipulation would clummate 
potential disturbance and newt dewtruction mmpacts dunng 
nesting season 


The operation of a well cowld effect mountain plover. if an 
operation and mamienance activity occurred after egg 
mcubation had been murtiated on a newt Close to a well site. 
access road, or production facilities and the new was 
abandoned The duration and extent of the operation and 
maintenance activity would determme how much 
disturbance « would proportionally create. The ACEC 
would require increased coordination with the BLM and 
possibly mcrease operating cxpenses by the lessee! 
operator 


Non-Energy Muncral Resources: Implementation of this 
ahernative would be the same as the Current situation All 


federal minerals are available for exploration and 
development This area was once the bottom of an imland 
sea, which covered the area with sediments burying any 
rack layers deeply The development of hardrack maning 1s 
not expected, so impacts to mountain plovers are not 
expected 


1 


Boemonic: implementaion of thu ahermatinve woul’! 
require mncteased Cacrdmnation wath the BLM and ponsstty 


1 <teane operating cipemscs by the bemonsc muncrs All 
BLM publ lands would be open to bentonite muning 
actives. The BLM would allow the cxploration and 
development of henmtonne resources durng tenes when the 
plovers are not nesting. chmunating potential empacts 
There could be 2 moomegucotial amount of hateiat that 
would be enuwible while the pa is open. This would be 
short term and temporary wace reclamation would be 
required to he mutiated after excay aon 1 com@leted. and 
the surface aca of the pu would be controfied An 
approved plan of operatiom would be required for all 
operations (except for casual use) Seasonal restrictions 
would not umpact hemtonite mening operatiom. signifi 
cantly sence most of the claims are outude the ACEC area 
© operations could be planned to run comtnuousty The 
clams wmude the ACEC boundary are predominately on 
the secondary habertat 


Land Authonzapons Implementation and consequences 
of the ACEC alternative would be identical to the firw 
ahernative. No effect on plovers & expected with 
stipulations added to control time of wee and the areca 
needed for ROW grants 


CHAPTER 5 
CONSULTATION AND COORDINATION 


Comnwhation and coordenation has heen an important part 
of the: ACEC resource management plan amendment An 
open howse. informational letier. contacts wath other 
governmental agencies. and the pubix were used to gather 
mput for thre plan amendment Thr mput helped define 
what meues needed to he addressed an’ what neues were 
previously resolved with current management guidelines 


The BLM imvited the public to comment on the draft 
amendmenV/EA. A notice of availability for the draft 
amendment/E A was published in the Federal Register and 
m local newspapers. 


PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 


A Notwoe of iment. formally amnowncing the hegennng of 
the planning process. was publiched in the hederal Register 
on April 17, 1998. The public has been informed of and 
imvolved im the planning process through the Federal 
Register Notice news release derect masling. and an oper 
Moms 


Publix particepation acti ities are listed Chromodogy ally om 
Tatte 5.1. Complete records of public comments and 
imvolvement are on file in the Glasgow Field Station, 


Clasgow Momana 


CO! St TENCY 


The BLM's planning regulatiom require that resource 
management plams he “comusient with officially approved 
on adopted resource related plam of other federal agencies. 
state. and lacal governments. and Indian tribes. so long as 
the guidance and resource management plans are also 
comsmtem with the purposes, policies. and programs of 
federal law. and regulations applicable to publx lands ~ 


All Federal. state local. and tribal councils are requested to 
review thes document for moomustenes with thew plans 
and wnform the BLM of amy moomustencies 


bt ndangered Species Act 


The BLM manual directs the responsible manager to 
comply with the Endangered Species Act of 1973. whuch 
requires Comsultation with the Freh and Woridlife Service if 
a t determined that any BLM action may affect a 
threatened or endangered species oF its Crit al habetat 


The Endangered Species Act of 197) consultation 
requirements are 


50 CPR §402 | 40a) Regusrement for formal consultation 
Each Federal agency shall review its actions at the earhest 
possible terme to determune whether amy acon may affect 


Amendment | A 


TABLE 5.1 
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 

Dave Achos 

Apel 17, 1998 Natice of Iment to prepare ar amendment fA for the Berner ( reek and 
Mountam Plover potential ACEC + 

june 23, 1998 A letier was sent to a marhing bre! of emeresiod parties agencies organisations 
ard omcdsy echeaa! s 

june 2), 1998 A news release was reued ahewt the two potential ACEC. and an apnen house 

| duly 21, 1998 An caper hese to dermify rsees was held om (rlangew 

Fetruary (00) Draft Bener ( reek and Mourntam Plewer ACT ( Plan Amendment 1 A was sent 
to merested parties agencies orgamzations. and mdr wuals 

March |’, 2000 Neotwe of Av arlatelety of a draft fener ( reek and Mountam Plover ACEC Plan 


beted species cn critaxcal haba If wach a determenaticn 1 
made formal comultatim 1 required 


SO CFR $402.0! Scope Brohogs al avncssments are 
requwed under section Pic) of the Act df inated species oF 
critical habetat may be present on the area affected by amy 
magn Comtructsan actrvety as defined wm §404 0) 


SO CPR $402.0) Defintion. ... Majer construction 
acted) & &@ Comsiructon proyect (or other undertakeng 
having wemelar physical empacts) whach m a mayor Federal 
action wgnificantly affecting the quality of the human 
environment as referred to m the National Env ronmental 
Policy Act. 


50 CPR $402.0) Definition ... Biological asecsoment 
refers to the information prepared by on under the direction 
of the Federal agency concermng lwted and proposed 
species and designated and proposed critn al habetat that 
may be present m the action areca and the evaluation 
potential effects of the action on such species and habriat. 


BLM has determened through the bologna! assessment 
comtamned om thy plan amendment A that the mowntarn 
plover, a candidate species. would not be adversely 
afieted by continuing the current management or 


DISTRIBUTION LIST 


County Commissioners 


Phithps County Commissioners 
Valley County Commmwoners 


State 

Department of Fish Weidhfe and Parts 
Department of Natural Resources and Comer, ation 
Governar s Offwe 


( ongressional 


Homorate Mar Baucus 
Homorate ( omrad Burn 
Homerate Rack Hell 


bederal 
Fish and Wiidlete Serve 
USGS Bratagecal Resource Drv ron 


Tribal Councils and Committees 
Font Belknap ( crmmenmey Com ol 

bon Beth nap Reser, atrom 

Fort Peck Trihel W ater 

Fort Peck Tribes 


Organizations 

Badlands Cooperative Suse Grazing Dearnt 
Buggy Creek Cooperative Suate Grazing Dearnt 
Central Montana W tidlands Awwx uation 
Glasgow City/County Litvary 
Investec for Policy Rewearnh 

Momana Avsacation of State Grazing Dretrnts 
Momana Auduhom 
Momana Pubtn Lands Coun 1! 

Montana Wriderness Avscx uation 

National Wridbite hederatom 

Public Lands Council 

Srerra Chub 

Silver Dodlar Grazing Association 

The Nature Comsery ancy of Montana 

The Weiderness Saciety 

Valley County Sporteman 

W attrnayer Grazing Avecaciation 

Wikdiite Management Institution 
Yellowstone Valley Audubon Sacety 


Businesses 

Billongs Gazene 

Boucher Ranch. Inc 

Core Home Corporation 
Engvtrom Ranch Inc 

Fauna West Wiridhte Conmwhants 
Firt Comcnunity Bank 
Glasgow Cowner 
Great Falls Tribune 

Judath River Farm 
KLTZ/KLAN Radio 

Luther Appransal Services 
Mctatyre Ranch. Inc 
Williston Basen Interstate Pyne line 


The draft amendment A © as al maried to an additional 
4) ondiy duals 


LIST OF PREPARERS 

John babigren: Assistant Field Manager Glasgow 
Field Staten 

Stanley Jaynes. Archeologrt, Lewmtown breld 
Offwe 

Mephen Klessem = Rangeland Management Spev ial 
mt Glasgow Preld Staton 

Jerry Maygerus Land Use Specie Lewmtown 
breld Offwe 

Dorm Met tet! Geologrt Lewmtown held Offwe 

Mary Shordemty Outdecw Recreation Planner 
Crlasgow brekd Stato 

David W aller Wikdbte Management Ba ogret 


Glasgow Field St. an 


PUBLIC COMMENTS AND BLM RESPONSES 


Comments on the draft Biner Creck and Mountain Plover ACEC Plan Amendment/EA were received from 25 individuals 
and organizations. The comment letters are available for public review at the Glaxgow Ficid Stanon office. Perunent 
comments were extracted from the letters. and BLM prepared responses to those comments. Comments were split imto 
caiegories based upon which potential ACEC were of concern. BC represents Bitter Creek. MP represents Mountain 
Plover, and CC ts a combined comment. The following table lists the commenter and which comments are contained im 


thew letter. 
COMMENTER COMMENT(S) CONTAINED IN THEIR LETTER 
4 
Montana Wilderness Association BC - 1, BC -2, BC - 3, BC -4, BC -5, BC -6, MP- 1. MP -2. MP -3 
Bill Cunningham BC -1,BC-2,BC-7,.MP.-4 
Valley County Commissioners cC-,CO-2,CC-3,CC-4 
DNRC Trust Land Management Division cc - $§,CC -6,CC-7,CC -8, CC -9,CC - 10 
Larry L. Evans BC - 2, BC -6, MP -5,CC-1,BC8 
Sierra Club Northern Great Plains Region (| BC - 1, MP -6,MP-7 
Barbara Warner MP - 5, BC -6BC -9, BC -1 
James Phelps cc -! 
Brian Parks, Kathy Kinzfog! BC - 10, BC -2, MP - 5, BC -1.BC -9, BC -8 
Mantlynn Dinger BC - 10, BC -2, BC - 11, BC - 1, BC -8 
Predator Conservation Alliance MP . 6, MP - 7, MP -8 
Derek Ponsette BC - 10, BC -1, BC. 1) 
Dave Colavito BC -1,BC-7,BC 4 
Bob E:nhaus BC - 2, BC - 10, BC -1 
Montana Audubon BC - 10, MP -7, BC .7 
Nevada Outdoor Recreation Association, Inc.| BC - 2, BC - 3,CC - 11, BC - 7, BC -2, BC - 10, MP-4 
Amencan Wildlands BC 2, BC -.9,BC-7,BC-11,BC-12.BC-1,BC-8 
Donald Marble BC - 1, BC. 10 
Jeannine and Tom Willams ce.) 
Ambrose Tubbs, Inc BC. 1,BC-11 
Charlotte Trolinger MP . 7, BC - 10, MP-7,CC- 12 
Pau! Zallek 
Artie J. Lane cc.! 
Marv Hoffer BC - 1, BC .2.MP.9.BC.13,BC.14 
National Wildlife Federation BC - 14, BC. 15 
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COMMENTS ON ACECS AND 
RESPONSES 


BC - 01 - comments - The originally nominated 350,000 
acre area should be an ACEC. The boundary of Batter 
Creek WSA does not contain all similar lands. the land 
doesn't change that much at the boundary. The entire area 
1s in need of special management. 


Response - BLM conducted a very intensive analysis of the 
“Mixed Grass Prairie (MGP) ACEC” nomination, 
including visits to similar areas in Montana, Wyoming. 
North Dakota. and South Dakota. In response to comments 
Nomination, the 1998 Evaluation of Relevance and 
Importance document 1s included in this plan amendment 
EA as Appendix B. That 1998 document explains the 
process, criteria, data, and rationale for determining that 
the Bitter Creek area only, and not the entire nomination 
area (the 350,000 acre area), meets the relevance and 
importance criteria. Copies of this Relevance and 
Importance analysis were provided to the nominating 
groups in 1998, and no comments were received from those 
groups at that time. 


As noted by the comment. the land does not change 
dramatically at the WSA boundary. The MGP analysis 
team considered esther expanding or reducing the area but 
found that the existing boundanes of roads and ownership 
defined the exemplary grassland area quite well. The fact 
that the WSA boundary 1s a legally established boundary 
which would aid future administration of an ACEC was 
also a consideration. The same boundary issue was 
discussed at length by the MGP team in considering the 
350,000 acre nomination. The nomination boundary did 
not include all similar lands and was difficult to justify for 
that reason. For example, BLM public lands in the Buggy 
Creek and Canyon Creek watersheds south of the onginal 
nominated area are more outstanding than much of the rest 
of the nominated area, but were not included by the 
nominators In additron, the BLM public lands in southern 
Valley County comprising an area of some 650,000 acres 
of grasslands, (the largest block of public iand 
administered by BLM in Montana) were not included in the 
nomination. These south Valley lands are in more natural 
condition than the onginal nomination area as they do not 
have the agncultural inclusions. 


To illustrate this point further, when the ACEC team 
found that all simular plover habitat was not included so the 
nomination area was enlarged from an estimated 9.600 
acres to 24,7§0 acres. The team had many discussions 
considering using the same approach on the “Mixed Grass 


Prainc” nomination. In other words. & the entire 
nomination was worth: of ACEC designation. so was 
nearly all of the remainder of the BLM public lands im 
Vallev Counts, for a total public land area of at least one 
million acres. Even a und of | aulhon actes would not have 
a clear boundary. as simular lands m south Phillips County 
would then adjoin the area. lt was felt that thes. approach 
would dilute the value and intent of an ACEC designation. 
which should more appropriately be applied to outstanding 
grassland areas, such as Bitter Creek. 


BC - 62 - comments - BLM is downgrading Bitter Creek 
from a WSA to an ACEC, that may undermine future 
oil and gas exploration. Both Biter Creck and the 
Mountain Plover ACEC area should continue as WSAs for 
ultumate designation as wilderness. 


Response - The Mountain Plover area is not within a WSA. 
BLM is not proposing to “downgrade” Bitter Creek from a 
WSA to an ACEC, but to protect the area if it is released 
from WSA status by Congress. BLM does not have the 
authority to change a WSA to an ACEC. Only Congress 
has the authority to change WSA designations, cither 
releasing it from WSA status or making it wilderness. BLM 
has the authority to designate ACECs. 


Bitter Creck is a WSA that was not recommended for 
wilderness status. (Montana Statewide Wilderness Study 
Report, BLM, 1991). Factors affecting the wilderness 
quality identified in this report include 44 reservoirs. ten 
waterfow! nesting islands, 62 miles of fence, 2 miles of 
water pipeline, one holding corral, one spring develop- 
ment, and 59 miles of vehicle ways. An interior road 
system of 14 miles divides the WSA into three segments. In 
addition, the majority of the WSA is bounded by an 
extenor road system that impacts solitude. 


Bitter Creek would be released from WSA status to be 
managed the same as surrounding BLM public lands if 
Congress passes a wilderness bill adopting BLM’'s 
would remain a WSA and continue to be managed as a 
WSA until Congress acts to either release it or to make it 
wilderness. If Bitter Creek is released by Congress, the 
ACEC status would then protect the area (management 
would continue the same as the Interim Management 
Policy for Lands under Wilderness Review). Conversely, 
if Congress rejects BLM's recommendation and desig- 
nates Bitter Creek as wilderness, the ACEC status would 
have no conflicting effect on the management of the area 


If Congress released Bitter Creek from WSA status, a plan 
for management of the ACEC would be initiated within 


two years. This ACEC management plan would be 
developed through a public process and would comsider 
vanous alternatives. Following release by Coagress and 
until an ACEC Management Plan is completed. the special 
management would be the same as the revised edition of 
the IMP existing in 1998. Without the ACEC designation. 
the Bitter Creck lands would be managed the same as 


B/_ - @3 - comments - Oil and gas development ts prohibited 
om the Bitter Creck WSA. The current prohibition should 
remain in place. 


Response - At the present time Bitter Creek WSA is not 
available for oil and gas leasing under the IMP. The Federal 
Onshore Oil and Gas Leasing Reform Act of 1987 also 
prohibits BLM from leasing in WSAs. If Bitter Creek WSA 
is released from WSA status by Congress the area would 
remain unavailable for leasing at least until completion of 
an ACEC management plan. The ACEC Management Plan 
developed through a public process would determine if a 
no lease policy would be continued. 


BC - 04 - comments - Mining development 1s prohibited in 
the Bitter Creek W'SA. The current prohibition should 
remain in place 


Response - WSAs are open to location under the mining 
laws until Congress determines the future status of the land. 
Leases dated prior to October 21, 1976, known as valid 
existing nghts. must be measured against the nonimpairment 
criteria in the IMP. Valid existing rights are rights existing 
at the time of the passage of FLPMA (October 21,1976), 
fully subjected to the nonimpairment criteria. Every lease 
or claim filed before the passage of FLPMA still has to 
provide for the least impairment. Leases and claims after 
October 21, 1976, would have to fulfill the nonimpairment 
criteria. No new leases may be issued on lands under 
wilderness review for oil and gas, gery “ermal, and other 
leasable matenals The nonimpairment standard must be 
temporary, create no surface disturbance, nor involve 
permanent placement of structures. Circa 1982, all of the 
leases that were issued, prior to wilderness inventory, 
either expired or were relinquished. No new leases have 
heen issued since then 


BC ~ 05 - comments - To allow consistent management 
within Bitter Creek. the BLM should approach the State of 
Montana and identify land which could be traded for state 
secrions 
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Response - The BLM has wndicated to the State of Montana 
thal we are interested m exchanging lands to comsolidate 
BLM management in WSAs. particularly WSAs 
recommended for wilderness designation. In the case of 
Bitter Creek. which is not recommended for wilderness. 
designation of an ACEC would mcrease our micrest in 


consolidating Lands in the area. 


BC - 06 - comments - lt should be clear in the decision that 
the purpose of the ACEC designation is to further 
recognize the wilderness characteristics of the area. 


Response - The purpose of the proposed Bitter Creck 
ACEC is to preserve the natural grassland, not to further 
recognize wilderness values. Wilderness characteristics 
are not one of the identified characteristics of an ACEC. 


BC - @7 - comments - BLM should consider a broader 
Grasslands National Monument or Park as an alternative in 
the final EA. 


Response - Creating a national monument or a national 
park is not within the authonty of BLM and 1s outside the 
scope of this document. 


BC - @ - comments - This habitat is ideal for bison 
reintr oduction ° 


Response - Biter Creek WSA was part of the historical 
range of bison. Bison are not a listed species under the 
Endangered Species Act and are not a migratory species, 
therefore management of the animal ts the responsibility of 
the State of Montana. Introduction of bison in the area 1s 
outside the scope of this document. 


BC - 09 - comments - The Frenchman Creck “Roadiess” 
area needs to be designated as wilderness. 


Response - Frenchman Creek does not qualify as a WSA 
based on the original 1979 inventory. This inventory found 
that none of the three segments contained outstanding 
opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined 
recreation due to the configuration of the segments and the 
open ridge tops found throughout the area. The private 
lands in the bottom divided the area into units that were 


narrow with limited opportunity for solitude. This area 
does not contain outstanding opportunities for solitude or 
primitive and unconfined recreation due to the 
configuration of the land where the average width of the 
land being about three miles wide. with cultivated fields 


and ranches within view and over 25 miles of vehicular 
ways. Some of the canyons im this area are decp cnough to 
provide for solstude but the narrowness of the unit would 
constantly force separaic groups to be on contact with each 
other. Supplemental values cust which const of lpi mngs 
and lithic scatter 


BC - 10 - comments - Natural praire mixed-grassiands are 
disappearing. this 1s a last remnant of a sizeable amount 


Response - The area of the nomination 1s actually within 
grass Potential Natural Vegetation Type (not the Mixed 
Grass Prairie). This vegetation type encompasses most of 
eastern Montana and a portion of eastern W yomung and 1s 
a sub-delineation of the Great Plains-Shorigrass Praine 
Province that stretches from Texas and includes portions of 
Oklahoma, Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, and most of 
North Dakota and South Dakota in addition to the area of 
eastern Montana and Wyoming (Kucher 1966). Bailey 
(1995) in “Description of the Ecoregions of the United 
States” identifies the Ecoregion as “Great Plains-Palouse 
Dry Steppe.” lt is the largest ecoregion in the United States. 
comprising 8.1% of the total land area of the USA. 


The shortgrass prairie type found in Montana, North 
Dakota, South Dakota and Wyoming totals nearly 33 
million acres. There was a slight increase im acres in 
grassland in this area in the period 1982 to 1992 (90,000 
acres overall) due to the Conservation Reserve Program 
(NRCS 1994) The grama-necdiegrass-wheatgrass type 1s 
not imperiled by changing land use. Only 7.39 percent of 
the type : cultivated. (LaRoe et. al. 1995) 


BC - 11 - comments - BLM has the opportunity to create a 
linkage from the United States to the Canadian Grasslands 
National Park. 


Response - Continuation of the current management of the 
BLM public lands adjacent to the Canadian Grasslands 
National Park perpetuates a praine ecosystem in healthy 
condition, with public ownership and standards that 
require all uses to masntain the lands in healthy. proper 
functioning condition. The shori-grass prairie is not 
umpenied by changing land use in the United States. while 
mm Canada the park 1» in a remnant area of grassland within 
a landscape of grain fields. Creating a “linkage” with the 
Canadian Grasslands National Park 1. outude the scope of 
this document 


BC - 12 - comments - Reconsider Frenchman Creck for 
ACEC status. The state and private lands on the Frenchman 
are roadiess and used prmaniy for grazing. 


Response - The private lands mm the Frenchman V alley were 
the key reason the Frenchman areca was not found to mect 
the importance criteria in the analysis of the “Mixed Grass 
Prairie” ACEC nomination. There are approximately 20 
mules of the Frenchman Valley bottom im the somunation 
area, all but about | mile are private or state lands. Much of 
the private land acreage 1s mm wngated agnculture ( 10 of the 
20 mules). There are roads along the creek on all but 2 miles 
of Frenchman Valicy. 


BC - 13 - comments - BLM should provide all data and 


Grass Prairie ACEC received a copy of the Mixed Grass 
Praine Relevance and Importance Analysis document in 
1998 A copy of the document 1s included as Appendix B of 
this plan amendmenVEA. There is no environmental 
analysis involved im a relevance and importance 
when an area 1s found to be qualified as an ACEC and is 
proposed jor designation. The document you are now 
reading is the Er vironmental Analysis of the area of the 
nomination fo md to qualify as an ACEC. 


BC - 14- comment - Protected plants (such as the roundleaf 
water-hyssop, dwarf wooly -head. and five-leaf cinquefoul) 
and animals (such as the ferruginows hawk, swift fox, 
piping plover. mountain plover, and least tern) all reside in 
the area 


Response - Under contract with BLM. the Montana Natural 
Heritage Program sampled $3 plots in the “Mixed Grass 
Prasne™ nomination area in 1993 to determine the presence 
of threatened or endangered or rare plant species or 
communities No threatened or endangered plant species or 
communities were found Within the nominated area only 
are found south of the Milk River or along the Missouri 
River. See page 17 of Appendix B. 


BC - 15 - comment - BLM failed to review the Mixed Grass 
Pramme nomination under all required mmportance critena 


Response - All required criteria were addressed The | 998 
Evaluation of Relevance and Importance for the Mixed 


Grass Praine ACEC Nomination ts included as Appendix 
B of this document, please refer to pages 8-11. 


CC - 61 - comments - The IVP RMP provides adequate 


protection. No data has been presented suggesting an 
ACEC is needed. 


Praine ecosystems need to be preserved. 


Response - The Judith-Valicy-Phillaps RMP does ensure 
that BLM public lands in Valicy County will remain in 
natural condition and in healthy status. With or without 
Valley County will continue in public ownership and be 
managed to perpetuate the natural plant communities, with 
controls on land uses including mineral development. 
recreation, and grazing to ensure this. ACEC designations 
for Bitter Creek and the Mountain Plover area on Little 
Beaver Creek are intended to add an additional level of 
protection and management emphasis to ensure the special 
values these two areas hold are emphasized in future years. 


CC - 62 - comment - The potential economic benefits of on! 
and gas leasing (or of mineral de velopment) should not be 
banned from either the Bitter Creek or Mountain Plover 
area at this time. 


Response - Bitter Creek WSA 1s not now available for on! 
and gas leasing or development and has been unavailable 
for 20 years Onl and gas development would not be banned 
in the Mountain Plover area, but seasonal restrictions 
would in effect. The Mountain Plover ACEC would still be 
open for leasing. For additional information see the 
minerals section of Chapter 3 


CC - @3 - comment - Although we are uncertain about the 
meaning of the terms “minimal tool” and “integrated pest 
management’ we encourage the BLM to use a cooperative 
and aggressive method to control weeds on these areas to 
prevent the spread of weeds to adjouning lands 


Response - No change 1s anticipated in the Bitter Creek 
ACEC. The “minimum tool” concept is used in WSAs to 
evaluate what type of methad to use to complete a task with 
the least umpact on the Wilderness Study Area s wilderness 
attributes Integrated Pest Management 1s defined as the 
use of many different tools to control weeds For example 
the use of biological, chemical. and mechanical weed 
control methads 1s hemng used un the area north of Hinsdale 
including the proposed Biter Creek ACEC. ACEC 
designation would not change our action plans for weed 
control as we use both minimum tool and integrated pest 


management on both these units now and are act propong 
any changes if the ACEC designation is approved. In the 
proposed Mountain Plover ACEC activates and surface 
disturbing activities would be lomacd scasonally. The 
contanmenVeradscation of nowows plants would facus 
pnmanly on treatment im the fall and/or acnal spraying 
The use of insecticides would not be allowed 


CC - 64 - comment - We ae opposed tw ACEC 
designations and amy other actions which would further 
restnct the ability of our citizens to make a living and 
eventually threaten the survival-abulity of Valley County. 


Response - Designation of Bitter Creck as an ACEC 
continues the Current management that has been in effect 
for 20 years. The management prescription for the 
Mountain Plover ACEC does not prohibit mining or onl and 
reasonable and would allow for development of mineral 
resources. Grazing 1s unchanged im both areas. 


CC - 05 - comment - The EA does not clearly identify the 
school trust lands and private lands and describe the 


Response - The State and private lands are excluded from 
the ACEC designation. ACEC designation only apples to 
public land admunistered by the BLM State and private 
land that are surrounded by the proposed ACBCs are 
described below by legal descnption and shown in figures 


2 and 3. 
Mountain Plover — 
State Section 
T 27 N.R8. 37 E., Section %, All 
Private 
T. 26N., R. WE... Section 4, SWNE, SENW, 
ESW. WSE. SESE 
Section 9, NWNE, NENW 
Bitter Creek — 
State Secthons 


T. MN.R. 37 E., Section %, All 

T. MN_R. WE. Section 16, All 

T. 33 NR. 37 E.. Section 4, All 

Private 

T. MN_R. WE. Section 33, SNE. SENW. 
NESW. WSE. NESE 
Sechon 4M. SWNW 
Section 12, N 

T. IS N.R ME. Section 20, SSE 
Section 29. All 


CC - @ - comment - Chapter 4 (Environmental 


Consequences) dors not mention of describe the potential 
impact of the aliernatives on state of private inholdrags 


Response - impacts related to dramage and access are 
discussed m the next two responses to comments. No 
addmonal mmpacts on private and lands have been 
the ACEC designation. 


CC - @7 - comment - imerest mn onl and gas exploration on 
state land inholdings could be affected by the management 
plan in place for surrounding Federal land Conversely. if 
state land were explored and commercial production 
established. 1 might Cause an oi! and gas drainage situation 
that would require an amendment of the BLM resource 
manageme™ plan to protect the Federal government's 
correlative nghts. 


Response - There are leasing provisions to prevent 
drainage of federal minerals from nonfederal offending 
wells. In the event that future production becomes 
established, on state or private lands. the adjacent federal 
lands could be leased to prevent drainage Any leases to 
protect against drainage would not allow drilling on the 
federal WSA lands (No Surface Occupancy, NSO). 


CC -@8 - comment - The EA needs to be revised to include 
the BLM 's commitment to provide reasonable access to the 
State of Montana school trust inholdings. 


Response - BLM 1s required to provide reasonable access 
for the use and enjoyment of private and state lands 
surrounded by BLM public lands 


CC - @ - comment - Township and Range descriptions 
appear to be in error on figures 2 and 3. 

Response - The maps have been corrected. 

CC - 10 - comment - Revise the EA. including tables, to 
include umpact analysis of the alternatives for all resource 
Response - The EA has been revised to clarify the 
environmental effects of the alternatives. 


CC - 11» comment - We reserve the right to file an IBLA 
appeal 


Response - The resource management planning process 
includes an opportunity for admunmirative review via a 
plan protest to the BLM's director. The protest perad 
extends for 4%) days. Any person who participated im the 
planning process and has an imicres’ which © oF may be 


adversely affected by the approval of an amendment to an 
RMP may protest such approval The protest guidelines are 
included mm the Dear Reader letter of this document. The 
decison on a protest by the Director constitutes final 
agency action for the Department of the Imterior. The 
imenor Board of Land Appeals (IBLA) docs not hear 
appeals from a decision by the Director of the BLM on 
protests concermmng land use plan amendments. Any 
person adversely affected by a decison of a BLM official 
to implement some portion of a plan amendment may. 
however, appeal such action to the IBLA at the time the 
action 1s proposed for imp'ementation. 


CC - 12 - comment - Cultural resources must be preserved. 
no systematic assessment of historic and cultural 
assessment has been conducted 


Response - An assessment of known cultural resources was 
conducted as part of the relevance and importance analysis 
for the Mixed Grass Prairie and Mountain Plover ACEC 
nomination Based on this assessment. neither area met the 


For all of BLM's projects, prior to any surface disturbing 
activity on public lands, an intensive ground inventory ts 
conducted by an archeologist. If significant cultural 
properties are found the proposed activity 1s modified, 
moved. or not done. 


MP - @1 - comment - Area closures for motonzed vehicles. 
along with signing, must be included and if roads exist 
ation should also be given to closing and obliterating 
unnecessary or unauthonzed roads 


Response - The preferred alterna: cludes the following 
management prescription, “Off tmghway travel would be 
restricted seasonally (April | to July 31) to designated 
roads and trails (see Figure 3) Off-road travel would be 
limited to administration of a federal lease or permit.” 
Implementation of that prescnption would include signing 
and patrol by BLM law enforcement personne! as 
appropriate for the activities that are occurring within the 
ACEC boundaries. Currently two BLM roads are being 
considered for rerouting to lessen thes potential impacts on 
mountain plovers and their habitat. Any BLM road 
maintenance during the time period (April | to July 31) 
within the ACEC boundaner would be coordinated with a 


wildlife tiologit. There are no county or privately 
maintained roads in the proposed ACEC. 


MP - 62 - comment -& MP - 03 - comment - Any future onl 
and gas leasing im the Mountain Plower ACEC should 
restnct development to exiting roads and profubit acw 
road busting. Where additional muning activities are 
proposed in the Mountain Plover ACEC. plover habitat 
should be withdrawn from further locateng and/or leasing. 


Response - With an ACEC designation the BLM would 
place additional restnctions on the lessee/operator s plans 
to ehmunate possible effects on mountain plovers. Timing 
restnctions would be placed on geophysical exploration. 
dniling. and the operation and maintenance of production 
season. The locations of any new roads and the timing of 
road construction would also be restricted to eliminate 
negative effects on mountain plovers. The proposed 
seasonal restnctions are adequate to protect the occupred 


adequate and responsible measures to prevent unnecessary 
and undue degradation of federal lands and to provide for 
open to mineral entry unless significant resource 
after all possible mitigation is applied. The JVP 
management guidance 1s that BLM will allow exploration 
and development of bentonite resources while preventing 
unnecessary or undue degradation of nonmineral 
resources. Mine plans will be reviewed and appropriate 
measures taken to protect nonmuneral resource values A 
withdrawal of the Mountain Plover ACEC was considered 
but was determined not needed to prevent significant 
resource impairment. Operators of bentonite mining could 
adjust activities to conduct most operations off the ACEC 
and reclamation could return the mined area to the native 


plant community 


MP - 04 - comment - Make the Mountain Plover ACEC part 
of a larger vision to secure im perpetuity a large. 
contiguous, and ecologically healthy northern mixed grass 
praine region, such as for example the Big Open Wildlife 
Range 


Response - BLM management as prescribed in resource 
management plans and the Standards for Rangeland Health 
will perpetuate a large contiguous. healthy grassland on 
BLM public lands in eastern Montana 
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MP - @5 - comment - While a 1s reasonable to deuugnate the 
Mountain Plover area as ACEC. a scoms this ts pust a small 
pornon of the ccologically mmporam lands under 
comuderation. 


Response - The land within the boundanes of the Mountain 
Plover ACEC includes a substantial amount of the Vacda 
silty clay souls (the hardpan souls) found m Valley County. 
The ACEC includes all of the broad, wide expanses of the 
hardpan. These are the arcas used for mountain plover 
oreeding and 1s what makes this habutat umque There are 
other areas outside of the ACEC occasionally used for 
feeding and incidental breeding. The proposed ACEC is 
the important extent of the unique area of a naturally 
occurring habitat. The initial nomination by a private 
individual did not include all of the important habsat. 
which is one of the reasons the BLM expanded the 
boundanes to include more hardpan. The nomination area 
was enlarged from an estimated 9.600 acres to 24,730 
acres. 


In a report prepared for the BLM, FaunaWest Wildlife 
Consultants pomted to thew observations that mountain 
plovers in this area sought out two habstat types. both found 
along valley bottoms. The valley bottoms were broad. 
greater than 0.8 kilometers across and relatively level, less 
than | % slope. The first type was the alluvium in the central 
portion of the valleys. which frequently occurred as large 
areas of lightly colored hardpan. Vegetation on these sites 
was dominated by Nuttall’s saltbush, plains pnckly pear 
cactus, Nuttall’s alkali-grass, and blue grama. The second 
type was on the gentle rises on either side of the valley 
bottom dominated by almost pure stands of yellow 
enogonum and Richardson's rubberweed. Both types had 
an extremely low vegetative height profile of less than 10 
centimeters and a high percentage of bare ground, greater 
than SO & 


The proposed ACEC incorporates all of the extensive 
complexes of those habstat types. 


MP - 06 - comment - Timing restrictions do not apply to the 
production phase of oil and gas development Production 
results in daily visitation to the well site by crews to check 
on the well Oil and gas development results in loss and 
fragmentation of habitat because of road. pypeline. and 
powerline construction. 


Response - Timing restrictions do apply to the production 
phase of oi! and gas development (see appendix D). The 
preferred alternative includes the followmg statement. 
“The following matigating measures would apply for any 
oil and gas well completed as a producer” Included in 
those measures are seasonal restnctions during the time 


penads of Apnil | to July 31. Those measures are to prevent 
protracted disturbance of nesting plovers. Based upon 
reports of mountain plovers nesting on onl well sites and 
access roads mm Colorado, daily visits by one or two 
velucles to keep producing wells operational are 
conudered to be nondisturting 


MP - 67 - comment - A more appropnate onl and gas leasing 
designation for the Mountain Plover ACEC would be to 
designate it “no lease” of to have No Surface Occupancy 
stipulations along its boundary with a “no lease” core. 


Response - With an ACEC designation the BLM would 
place additional restnctions on the on! and gas activities to 
cluminate possible adverse effects on mountain plovers. 
Timing restrictions would be placed on geophysical 
exploration. dniling. and the operation and maintenance of 
nesting season. The locations of any new roads and the 
tuming of road construction would also be restricted to 
climinate negative effects on mountain plovers. The 
seasonal restnctions as proposed allow leasing to occur 
without affecting mountain plovers. 


A no lease alternative for the Mountain Plover ACEC was 
considered but was determined not needed to prevent 
tions on the on! and gas activities would eliminate possible 
adverse effects on mountain plovers. 


MP - 08 - comment - This EA must consider prairie dog 
remtroduction to the mountain plover ACEC. 


Response - introduction of prairie dogs, if successful, 
would remove the umiqueness of this area The area was 
nominated because the mountain plovers were found off of 
provides natural habitat for the mountain plover and 1s not 
associated with black-tailed prairie dogs. This areca 
provides plover habstat that 1s not connected with grazing 
exther by prame dogs or domestic sheep, which are the 
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principal habstats for mountamn plover. m other places m 
Montana 


Also, ths areca © not potential prance dog habuial when 
compared to canting pramne dog cobomes surrounding this 
areca. The souls mm the Mountain Plover ACEC are 
compnsed of clays wath a igh coment of sodwm (alhah 
souls). Alkali souls have a hard. crusty surface layer wath 
poor sou! aeration. The souls also have a high shrink swell 
potential, whach means there are large volume changes 
when the «nl morture changes. When the souls are dry the 
ease of excavation becomes so difficult they seem like a 
rack. When wet the soils become pliable and have a low 
smooth. The soils also naturally have a very high 
percentage of barren ground. therefore the food source 
(plants) for praine dogs ts also lmuting. 


MP ~. @ ~- comment - Conshation with the Fish and 
Wildlife Service for the mountain plover, a candidate 
species 1s needed 


Response - Even though the mountain plover 1s not a listed 
species, the BLM will contenue informal consultation with 
the FW'S about potential effects of designating a Mountain 
Plover ACEC. The purpose of this ACEC is to have a 
positive effect on mountain plovers. The Fish and Wildlife 
been sent information about the BLM's initiation of 
planning to determine if special management 1s needed for 
mountain plovers. Fish and Wildlife Service also was 
provided a copy of the draft plan amendmenv/EA. No 
written response has been received from them Telephone 
discussions with representatives of the Service have 
determined that thei concern is with reclamation of 
bentonite mined areas The concern 1s whether mountain 
plover habitat can be maintained after mining Additional 
information about reclaimed sites has been added to the 
EA. Based upon past experience BLM believes that 
reclaimed sites provide habitat, but will make a pout of 
monitoring sites, which are mined and reclaimed in the 
future. for mountain plover use 
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APPENDIX A 
AREA OF CRITICAL ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN 


INTRODUCTION 


This appendix provides an auscuement of the arcas 
nomunated for arca of critical environmental concern 
(ACEC) dewugnation. Mined Grass Prarne and Mountam 
Plover 


EVALUATION PROCESS 


In order to be desagnated an ACEC. an area must meet both 
the relevance and mmportance criteria as defined m 43 CFR 
1610.7-2 


Relevance. An arca meets the relevance criteria if a 
comtaim one or more of the follow mg 


|. Significant bittornc. cultural of wenk values 
mecbudeng rare or sensitive archaeological vesources and 
religious or cultural resources important t& the Native 
Amer ams 


2. Fish and wildlife resources including habua for 
endangered. sensitive or threatened species. of habstat 
essential for mammtameng species diversity 


3. Natural process or systems including endangered. 
sensitive, or threatened, plant species, rare, endemic or 
relx plants of plant communities which are terrestrial, 


aquatk or mpanan. or rare geologn features 


4. Natural hazards imcluding avalanche, dangerous 
folding. landslides, unstable soils, setemic activity, of 


dangerous cliffs 


importance. The value, resource, system, process, oF 
hazard desenbed above must have substantial sugnifx ance 
and values Charactenzed by one or more of the follow rng 


1 More than locally sgnificam qualities 


2. Quality of circumstances that make a fragile. 


ened or vulnerable to adverse change 


1 Recognized as warranting protection to satisfy 
nahonal pmanty concerm of to carry out the mandates of 
the hede ral Land Polny and Management Act 


4 Quahmes wtach warrant mighhghtng to watrty publn 
on Management concerm ahowl safety and publ welfare 


S. Poses a sgnificant threat to human bife oF safety oF to 
property 


An wmerdrcuphnary team c\ aluated each area to determine 
if @ met both the relevance and mmportance critters 
Evidence of relevance and importance may be gathered 
from BLM and other sources The Mined Grass Prasne area 
was evaluated mm 1998 and the Mountain Plover area was 
evaluated m 1992 


If an area does not meet the criena. or special management 
attention 1 not needed. analy ss supporteng the Con busin 
ts moorporated unto the amendment and the area i nut 
conudered a potential ACEC 


MIXED GRASS PRAIRIE ‘BITTER CREFA): 
Nominated for its natural micgrity, scenic valucs. 
vegetation and on the basis that Ht rs one of the largest and 
most imtact sections of praine remameng mm the Unned 
States and coupled with the Canadian Grasslands National 
Park. would provide an intact pramne corndor between the 
Unned States and Canada This nomination encompasses 
approwmately §S0.000 acres of BLM pute land on north 


Valley Cownty 


Relevance Criteria: The entire somimation area was 
fownd to meet the relevance critena for scemn and cultural 
values and wildlife resources. The area contain 
outstanding scemk views which are not compromised by 
visual entruwons or sacial impnats The area ts known to 
comtam sensitive archacological resources The area is 
valuable for wildlife due to the relatively large. comtenucws. 
and contiguous amount of praite under federal 
admunistraion which provides a reservow of grassland 
habutat Two areas comusting of approxemately | (10 (100 
acres of BLM publi land each. meet the critena for natural 
pracess or syviems These two areas are promarily m an 
undisturhed Condition and are representative of the natural 
system and process The sormmnation dacs met meet the 
relevanee criteria for natural hazards 


Importance Criteria: The sominetion afee © fet 
comudered to have more than kually emportant qualities 
giving © spectal worth, comequence, Meanmg of 
distemetiveness Semular resources cam he fownd om other 
areas under federal adrumistrative theref we the rele ant 


rewcmrces in the nommenatocm arca do mot Pemnces guabetees cw 
valucs whach ae amy more emportam than comparatic 
resources wm cther areas Only the Baier Crock WSA 
(99.660 acres) was fownd to meet the emportane cracna 
duc to the wenn drverwty and \anety of vepetatien types 
amd wikdirte habwtat 


Semmary: The Beater Creek WSA does quately for further 
comuderaies » an ACEC 


MOUNTAIN PLOVER: Nomunated for the mountan 
Phover habrtat \ abues 


Relevance Criteria: The arca meets Crneria ) The area 
provedes habuiat for the mountam plover and m not 
asecn tated with black tasled pramme dogs Ths rs the natural 
habetat of the plover and act brologn ally created by prasne 
dogs. The plover is a species of special concern to the 
Montana Department of Fish. Wildlife and Parks ht ms a 
category | species under the Endangered Species Act and 


n heeng Comadered few blntemg by the FS Fewh and W sidbete 
Servace (a: of January 1992). The = one of Ge Geer 
deacumemed teeedeng wires on Memtana amd may reprencm 
the cond map population mm the State KRaeowles 199! 
has reviewed the record of mowntam phermer wegitteng. on 
the area and has fownd |)! etwers atom of 314 bards emcee 
197" 


importance Criteria: The aca meets Creere | and * 
These halvtat i: emportant te the plower and needs to be 
marmamed The areca is umgue he. aur it cmtanm natural 
habetat for the mowntam plover bom cme of the last areas of 
natrve plover hatutat on the Laned States bt ms more than 
kecally wgneficant to the survival of the phower The area 
would qualify under Sec 102 (ax 8) of FLPMA as an area 
to he managed that will protect the quabety of wrentefx 
values and provide fond and habetat for freh and « ridirie 


Sememery: The somination qualifies for further 
comeideration as an ACEC 
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The following document 1s the analysis of the Mixed Grass Praine 
ACEC nomination in the Valley and Phillips Resource Areas. Of 
the 350,000 acres of public land nominated, BLM has determined 
that only the 60,000 acre Bitter Creek WSA area qualifies as a 
potential ACEC. Until Congress acts to either designate Bitter 
Creek as Wilderness or release it from WSA status, Bitter Creek 
will continue to be managed under BLM’'s “Interum Management 
Policy and Guidelines for Lands under Wilderness Review”. 


meneneie 32 


33 


INTRODUCTION 


The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) must identify. evaluate and designate Areas of Critical 
Environmental Concern (ACEC) through a resource management plan (RMP) or an amendment to an 
RMP. ACECs are areas of public land where special management attention 1s required to protect 
umigue resources such as important histonc, cultural, or scenic values, fish and wildlife resources or 
other natural systems. Areas are nominated by the public, BLM or other federal and state agencies. 
All nominations are evaluated to determine if they meet both relevance and wmportance critena. A 
nomination must meet one or more relevance and importance critena to be considered a potential 
ACEC. A potential ACEC is designated if the area requires special management. 


The BLM received the Mixed Grass Praine ACEC nomination (refer to Map 1) in November 1990. 
The area was nominated by the following organizations for its natural integrity. scenic values. 
vegetation and on the basis that rt 1s one of the largest and most intact sections of praine remamuing im 
the Unsted States 


* Montana Chapter of the Sierra Club 
* Montana Wilderness Association 

* Montana Wudlands Coalition 

* Montana Audubon Counc! 

* Montana Wildlife Federation 

* Sierra Club 


The nomination area encompasses approximately 530.000 acres of which 344.700 (65%) acres are 
public lands administered by the BLM and 185,300 (35%) acres are private and state lands. Of the 
public lands, $3,000 (15%) acres are in the Phillips Resource Arca (PRA) and 291,700 (85%) acres are 
in the Valley Resource Area (VRA) 


To maintain the planning schedule and commument to the public. the BLM did not include the 
nomination in the July 1991 Draft or October 1992 Final Judith- Valley -Phillops Resource Management 
Plan (JVP RMP) and Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). The BLM's decision was to evaluate 
this nomination after completion of the RMP_ If the nomimation qualifies “for further comuderation. 
per the ACEC relevance and mmportance criteria, alternatives for special management will be 
considered through an amendment to the Judith Valley Phillips RMP/EIS” (BLM. 1992) 


Three areas ( Bitter Creek Wilderness Study Area, Rack Creek Canyon and ichpaw Slough) within the 
Mixed Grass Praine nomonation area were previously evaluated but found not to meet both the 
relevance and importance criteria for ACEC designation (VP RMPYEIS Volume |, 1992. pages 268. 
375 and 376) 


In summary. the entire nomination area was found to be relevant in terms of the scenic. cultural, and 
wildlife resources. In addition. two of approwmately 100,000 acres in uze were found relevant from a 
natural process or systems perspective. However, only the Biter Creek WSA (59660 acres) was found 
to meet the importance criteria. The Bitter Creek Area does qualify for further conuderation as an 
ACEC 


While the Bitter Creek WSA area was not found to meet the ACEC criteria m the 1992 evaluation 
(which considered only scenic values), the 1997 review of comparable areas revealed that the Bitter 
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Creek area 1s more than bocally sagnificant duc to the prmutive nature of the roads, roadless status. 
scenic diversity aad vanety of vegetation types and wildlife hatutats Comsequently. the Better Creech 
area was determined to meet both the relevance and wmportance critena 


This report addresses the relevance and umportance critena for the Mixed Grass Prarne ACEC 
nomunation and for the smaller Bitter Creek WSA portion 


RELEVANCE AND IMPORTANCE CRITERIA 


To be comudered a potential ACEC and analy zed mm RMP alternatives. an arca must mect the criicna of 
relevance and importance. as established and defined m 43 CFR 1610.7-2. For an areca to be a 
potential ACEC. both crtiena must be met 


Relevance 


An area meets “relevance” critena if 1 comtamm one or more of the following 


| A sagmeficant hestonc. cultural. or scemc value including but not limited to rare or sensitive 
archeological resources and religious of Cultural resources emportant to Native Amencams 


2 A fish and wildlife resource mm suding but not lemited to habrtat for endangered. senmvitive or 
threatened species. or habvtat e+ _ntial for mamtaming species diversity 


\ A natural pracess or system including but not limned to endangered. sensitive. or threatened plant 
species. rare. endemic. of rehc plants or plant communities whech are terrestnal. aquatn or mpanan. oF 
rare geology al features 


4 Natural hazards unc budeng but not lemeted to areas of avalanche dangerous flooding. landsiides. 
unstable souls. sersemac activity. or dangerous cliffs 


Importance 


The vahue. resource. system. pracess. or hazard described above must have substantial wgnificance and 
values charactenzed by one or more of the follow mg 


| Has more than locally significant qualities which give mt special worth comseqguence. meaning. 
distinctiveness. of Cause for concern. expecially compared to amy wemuilar resource 


2 Mas qualitres of crrcumstances that make « fragile. sensitive. rare, replaceable. exemplary. 
umque endangered threatened oF vulnerable to adverse Change 


4. Has heen recogmzed as warranteng protection to satiefy national prorty concerns of to carry out 
the mandates of Federal land Management and Policy Act of 1976 


4 Has quabtes which warrant highlighting to satiety publn or management concerm about wafety 
and publn welfare 


5S Poses a sagneficant threat to human life and safety oF to property 
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Summary 


The entire nomination arca was found to meet the relevance critena for scensc and cultural values 
(Criterion |) and wildlife resources (Criterion 2). Two areas consisting of approximately 100,000 
acres of public land cach, meet the criteria for natural process or systems (Critenon 3). The 
nomination dacs not meet the relevance critena for natural hazards (Crtenon 4) 


Specific Resource Relevance Analysis 
Scenic Values 
The sommation area meets the relevance critenon for sagmificamt scemc values. ( Critenon |) 


Overall. the nomunation area Contains outstanding scenic views which are not compromised by visual 
imtrusions or sactal empninats The comprehension of vastness 1s apparent from many sites within the 
badlands. interesting geological events creating features such as blowouts. and undulating fields which 
distort distances and prame features. 


(Cultural 


The nomenation area meets the relevance critenon for cultural resources (Critenon |). The area ts 
known to conta sensitive archaeological resources. 


Portions of the nomination area consist of unbroken native range with intact prehistons features. 
These features include stone rings. cairns, rock alignments and buffalo kill sites (Davis, 1975, Tratebas 
and Lahren, 1982) 


During the homestead era (1910 - 1920), the majority of the nomunation area was claimed by 
homesteaders. The acreage which was actually cultivated 1s not known. Much of the acreage proved 


marginal for farmeng and was returned to the federal government under the provisions of the 
Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act 

Midlife 

The normunation area meets the relevance critenon for wildlife resources (Critenon 2) 


The nomination area 1s valuable for wildlife due to the relatively large. continuous. and contiguous 
amount of prarne under BLM admunistration which provides a reservou of grassland habutat 


The area provides habwtat for special status species! (T/E species, candidate species. and sensitive 
species) The special status species that use the nomination area at some time during the year are 


‘Based on bastruction Memorandum MT 94.()5% entitled Special States Species dated May 6 | 004 


Bald cagie - Northern swift fox 


Northern goshawhk - Baird's sparrow 
Canvasback - (Common loon 
Long-tilled curlew - Swaimson's hawk 


The nomination area also provides habitat for Montana Species of Special Concern’ and neotropical 
rmgratory birds which live im grasslands. 


Natural System / Vegetation 


Two areas referenced in 3 below (Frenchman Creek to Bluff Creek and the Deep Creek to Eagle 
Creek) meet the criteria for natural system of process (Criterion 3). These portions of the nomination 
area. comprising about 100.000 acres of public land each. are promaniy om an undisturbed condimton 
and are representative of the natural system and process 


To determine whether the nomination area meets the relevance critena as a natural system or process. 
the following factors were considered 


1 Comparability of current native vegetation communsties to natural communities, and. 
2. Degree of alteration of landscape and vegetation by farming or other activities. 


Ecological condition of uplands and mpanan health and function data were compiled for the 
nomemation area to determine relative Comparability with the natural vegetation Aenal photos were 
used to map crested wheatgrass seedings and farmed areas Findings from these efforts are 
summanzed below 


| Species composition and trend for the uplands. and health and function status of the mpanan 
areas show that the nomination area 1s quite healthy and closely represents the potential 
natural community 


te 


When comudering the nomination area as a whole. tt would not meet the natural system 
relevance criiena due to prevalence of crested wheatgrass seedings and farmung im a central 
band from Genevieve northeast through the Thoeny area and contenuing to the eastern 
boundary (refer to Map 2) In thes middie zone, there 1s a preponderance of evidence of past 
farming icrested wheatgrass seedings and go- hack areas) and of Current intermingled farming 
which detracts significantly from the natural system 


3 The northwestern and southeastern portions of the nomination area. Frenchman Creek to Bluff 
Creek and Deep Creek to Eagles Nest Coulee (inchuding Bitter Creek WSA), respectively. 
encompass a substantial area of the Grama Needlegrass Wheatgrass community with a 


munture of rolling prarne and breaks/hadlands topography Crested wheatgrass seedings. 
previously farmed “go-hack” lands of current private farmlands do not alter the natural 


vegetation sugnificantly in these two areas The area within the Bitter Creek WSA has the 
least alterations The Frenchman Bluff area inchudes ranches and irngated croplands om the 
creek bottors 


‘Based on the bist depected m the Final JV IP RMPYETS (10/92) 
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Paleontological Resources 


The nomination docs not meet the relevance critenon for paleontological resources Although 


paleontological resources and thew accompanying geographic and geologx data are of srentifixc \ abuc. 
there have not been any sugnificant drscovenes within the nomination arca which warrant 


comuderation 


Natural Hazards 


There have not been any natural hazards wentified within the nomination area. Therefore. the area 
would not qualify for further comuderation from thi. standpornt 


Importance 
Summary 


The nomination areca. as a whee. was determined to be net more than locally wgnifvcam The Biner 
Creet WSA area was found to be more than locally significam. The Batter Crock WSA stands out m 
term: of one of more of the followeng factors | lack of developed roads and other mtruwom 2 


diversity of soem quality. ) vanety of vegetation and habwtats 


Resource Importance Determination 


To determune if the nomenation area met the “wmportance’ criteria. the Valley Resowrce Area staf 
vissted wemular areas of publ land on the grama-neediegrass wheatgrass coosysiem mm Montana South 
Dakota, North Dakota and Wyomeg Scenx value. wiidlite habutat. and natural system were 
comudered at these lacatoms. Importance of the cultural resource was determuned haved on know ledge 
of wemular BLM areas mn the Lewmtown District 


baghteen areas were identified (refer to Attachment 2) under federal admenmtration which are 
comparable to the normmnation area mm federal acreage and land ownerstup pattern Seven of the | 
areas were elumunated from comuderation haved on the degree of hurnan development or mmterterenve as 
determined by a questionnaire response from the admunmtiermng agemy Ot the remanneng || areas. 
mine were field visited by an unter-dirscuplinary team The inter disciplinary team was famohar wth two 
areas (Valley South and McCone). therefore. a comparatulity assessment was made without a field 
views 


Overall, exgit of the areas were found to be comparable to the Mined Grass Prame nomenation om terms 
of seme values. wildlife values. and natural system Eaght of the orngenal 18 areas were determuned to 
he comparable to the nomenation area mn terms of soem values Eaghteen areas were found 
comparable om terms of wildlife \alues and |S were comp wable as representative of the shortgras. 


prame (grama-neediegrass wheatgrass) ecosystem 


The only identified difference hetween the overall nomenation area and the exght comparable areas 1s 
the nomination area s proxsmaty to the Canadian Grassland National Park (refer to Map 2) Theos fact » 
bighhghted by the 1990 nommnation letter which describes the nomenation area not only as nationally 
but internationally umportant he. ause Canada sdentified lands derectly north of the nommenatiom area as 
herng the best remaimng example of a grassland ecosystem in that country It ts emportant to 
undersiand the rationale for establishment of the Canadian Grasslands National Part when dis ussong 
the pmportance of the adjacent nomenation area 


The Canadian Grasslands National Park «as established under the September 2. | 9RR Grasslands 
National Park Agreement as a representative part of the praine grasslands natural region of Canada wo 
provide a focus for publn understanding and awareness of Canada » grasslands and the need tw 
preserve what 1s left of a once extensive natural heritage (May 199! Grasslands National Part Imerwm 
Managemen Caidelines) The national park was designated to reestablish and preserve a 
representative sample of the pramme ecosystem (om budeng its avenciated Components) which was once 
much more extensive 
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Semular Crcumtances do nat aocur wethen the Uiamed Siates As drmcwesed previously. the evaluation of 
the Mined Grass Prarme ACEC soemenation identified coght arcas totalleng over > § mulhom acres on the 
whorl grass pramne teome under federal admunmtraticm what comtaen wermelar wenery and Lat of 
developmen to the nomenation arca bn addin. there are } 6 emibsom acres of Foret Service. Part 
Sere and BLM adeummtered Lands that are more developed but remann represemtative of a natural 
system and are comparable to the subyect arca mm term of wridite habaat The muthom-acre Charlies M 
Russell Wridlete Refuge 1 wethen the grama necdiegrass wheatgrass grassland type but way new 
vomudered a comparable area because ots breaks rather than prasme Furthermore. the grama- 


necdicgrass wheatgrass grassland type nm not emperied by changing land use Only 7 99 percent of thi 
grassland type i: cultivated m the USA (LaRee et. al. 1995). 


Prowemety of the nomenation area to the Canadian Gravslands National Park alome was not determined 
ugmificant enough to meet the requerements of Critenon | onthe umgueness quabty or crourmstance 
outhned on Crienon > The emportance determenation of an ACHC aomenation showkd he based on the 
value on wegneficance of the reley ant resourcets). nat solely an ther pronemety to another area 


The Better Creek WSA portion of the nommated area Good out as a premetrve area with the least developed 
roads and other human mtrusoms «tele poswsesseng an cutstandeng vanety of vegetation types and « ridbte 
habutats representative of the prarme ecosywiem The WSA howndary & as comadered to essentially comtann 
the area that has the rele, ant and wmportant values The WSA howndary has heen wgned and comtorm: 
prmaniy to land ow nershep howndanes oF roads 


The rete amt factors of the normmenation area were determined net to meet the requirements of Cruencn | 


qumtame Criena 4 and § were determined net to apply 


Specific Resource Importance Analysis 
Scemn Values 


Critena used to determune the wenn quality of the 15 grassland sites were hased on the amount and type 
of use adjacent land use affecteng the view shed (a distant view seen from pornts of cbwery atroam) visual 
semsetrvity (omc budes relatively umeque or rare wenes vastness oF areas that detract from the vista). 
landtorms (Changes or vanatroms om tapography) vegetation (vanety of patiorm forms. textures and a 
composse of these features that create the Character of the prarne) and wridhte sightings (frequen y of 
ewer ation and wmularity of species) Table | ts a summary of areas that were determined to he 
comparable from a wenn standpownt (wee Anachment > of summary of all areas comudered ) 
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Fram a overall won wandpeent the nommenation areca  Comparatile to the cogtt grassland areas brated 
above and. therefore. » nat more than kacally ageefscant (Cracnen |) 


Only the Prasne County unt ehach conta the Terry Badlands WSA appeared to comtam an areca 
comparatic to the Beter Creet WSA_ representing a large arca of undeveloped. unroaded. and wom 
graviand Ths. the BCWSA ws found to he more than kacally ageificam From a wenn aandpeent. 
the values depacted on importance Crncria > and ) were net found to apply bepenance Cracna 4 and 
§ deo net apply 


Cultural 


The entire nommenation area was determined met to he more cham ba ally segnifa amt from a cultural 
resources tandpewm There are several bnown cultural sates which of omtat. may he chgible for the 
National Regrter of Hirtorn Places However these sites are widely watiered and a semelar cofle ction 
of ehgitle cultural sates would he expected mn amy area of semmlar ize on the north wevuern plasms 


All archaeology al sites are fragrle and mdrvidually umque However the known cultural resources mm 
thes area are typacal te thes region of the northwestern plamms As wach they deo mo meet criena > and 4 
Crnena 4 and 5 do net apply to cultural reserves 


The normnation area ns mot more than ke ally sigerfi amt (Importance Crienan |) The normmnatium area 
does provide seascmal on mgrateon habetat tor specu status species and year bong habetat for black tae! 
pramme dogs however. the area ms not comadered critx al for the servi al of the special tatu. epectes 
Most puttin Lands «then the State of Montana serve as mmgration habetat for special states species 


The wrkdlete sprectes fomnd on the normnation area have broad ecodoge al arnpbetuce throng tent the 
grasslands The grasstaneds that provide «rldlite Rabetat on the mommenation area are semmlar to the 
grasslands throwghoet Montana North Dakota South Dakota and Wyong which provide habetat 
tow the same diversity of weidlvfe All of the areas bisted om Attachment > were determined to he 
comparable to the momenation area due to a vrmmlar ms of wridbte species Areas on the northern great 
Plame. have mdr ideal CombPenations of prarme wetlands mpanan areas and hare areas peculiar to that 
ken ation based cm sols and mcr bemates Amy species that have specialized habetat for cxample the 
cleft swallow Comld femd wmelar habetat on the other areas as wel 


Popelatiom of some necerape al migratory turd species are sempected to he dec temeng however the 
causets) and extent of the dectones are mot undervticad at the present treme Nateomally the changes to or 
a reduction mm native gravsiands ma ause for comern for nectrapy al mmgratary herds However the 
largest comcerp rs om the taligrass pracne mot the shertgrass areas sah as the mormenation area The 
Rormenation area was determemned matte comtarn sebetamteal emt a ame and/or vahwe frown a mectrcpen al 


SPECIES shame eet 


The entire normenaticm area dees net meet tmpartance Crneron ”  Thrs shortgrass prasre habwtat is met 
rare or umque when Compared to the abundance of c@her BLM on coher federally admnmtered 
gravsiand habiat en the regen There are portions of the memematoce area that pire ncke sey tal PasPvet ats | 
wan fh cs Mewteng areas for ferrugenoes hawks that are ppertant het met umique come they newt om ther 
Larrds on achebetecwn te) Oe we are as 
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The Boner Creet portion a defened by the WSA howndary © camadered to meet the emportance 
crtenen > Thr factar » duc to the umgue Combenaton of the lack of ruad development and the 
vanety of habwtats represented supporting a diverwty of grassland eridlefe qrecies bx tuded om thn 
area are crceliem cramplcs of prance mparian wetland graviand ecedy draw and freaks habeas 


The nommenatiom area dacs at meet importance Crienan ' The wridirte hatetat « then the ncormenatecm 
area dae. net es arrant protectiom to vatrfy matronal panty concerm orto carry out the mandates of 
PLPMA 


Importance criena 4 or S do net apply for wridbte resource 


Natural System/\ egetation 


The normenation area as a whole ms act more than boacally wgnrfx ant (bempertance Critiernom |) from a 
natural system or vegetation tandpowm There are |S other putin land areas «thon the Great Plavms 
Shortgrass Prame Provence whch mclude blacks of 100000 acres or more with vegetation comparatile 
to the potential natural community as described by Kuctler (1966) (refer to Attachment >) 


From a natural sy) uterm standposmt the entere momenation area does not possess unique qualities 
owthned on Craenom 2 The prowemty of the Canadian Grasslands National Park to the normnation 
area ts a weque CHrCUMance however ms mat comudered wgneficant m term of the effect on the 
natural sy stem 


The Better Creek WSA portion is umque her ause of the lack of unfluence of developments and roads 

and «s exemplary of a propertly functionmng pramne ecosystem inchuded m the BCWSA are a variety of 
natural vegetation types wetland mpanan wordy draw pramne grassland and hadlands While many 
of the other |S comparable areas uclude these vegetation types. no other area has the moh vanety of 

types om combenation with lack of developed roads and wenn entruscom Therefore Better Creet as 

defened hy the wiiderness study area howndary ms deemed to meet the lmportance Criercom 2 


From a natural sy ster stamdpormt the entire mormenation area has nat heen recogmzed a. warranting 
Protection on ordet to satisfy national pronrty comcerm on the Carry out the mandates of FLPMA 
(Crnermn 3) 


Crnena 4 and § deo net apply for the natural system process 


Paleontological Resources 


The empartance ortena were not comudered as a result of the area not meetong the relevame criteria 
for pakeomtokogs al resources 


Natural Hazards 


There are me natural hazards wentified om the mornenation area 
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Resource Description 
Scenic \ alues 


The normenation areca masntarm a good represemtiatiom of the shortgrass prame coonysiem «ith menemal 
vesgal emtruwom etach do net detract from the wemk capenence when viewed from the driame 


Scemx qualities om bude the vast unhampered domam lat of syntheta facrhties wah a paved roads 
burideng. tellhoard. and spatial orgamsatiom wah as bene form ov rseal Composstecm that dommatc the 
landscape These viswal Compossiom can he defined a vegetation charactermtx. peohogn al features, 
veswal Clarity amd squall smprents 


Except for the Honadale Thaemy Opherm and Snake Creet county roads (refer to Map 2). the road 
system has a low profile and dors nat otwtruct or compromrmne the scenery An caocasomal road wgn 
may he present near the townsaes of Thaemy and Snake Creet witch he withen the normenation areca. 
however on putin lands road sagm are generally abeent 


An mventory of the visual resources was Completed during development of the Prame Potholes 
Vegetation and Misscur Breabs Grazing EIS. The mmvemtory ev abuated the vieual features of land. 


water vegetation and structures wha h provided the subsequent deteneation of seme quality visual 
semertiv ity visual zomes and visual resource management (VRM) classes Soemn quality semeutrvity to 
changes om the lands ape and distance somes were factored together to determene the VRM «lasses 
From thes enventory. BLM lands have heen placed mm one of towr VRM classes For a definition of 
each class, refer to page 25 of the October 199) Final JVP RMP (Volume One) 


The nommenation area conmtarms Class Hand Class INV areas Class Hl areas are managed to retam the 
exrsteng Character of the lands ape Class Hl areas are represented om the Frenchman Creet and Rack 
Creek areas and most of the Better Creek WSA Each are deworthed below 


Prem tman Creech The Frenchman Creek area trom the lL aned States (Canadian border forms the 
western most portion of the normenation area Thies area rs rugged and Comtamm approximately a | /) 
mule wide valley The valley hattom « privately owned mostly umgated hayland Outward from the 
valley are townd steep bluffs cliffs and narrow tributary cowlees The unit comtarm many mteresting 
eromonal detarhs witich comtriete to the scemn clement: of landform and color The exposed rack and 


son! along with the grasses and mpanan vegetation provide a vanety of colors The area comtanm some 
cultural medefn atroms seach as howses roads hay fields and powertenes 


Rent Creet Canven The Rack Creet Canyon coneets of a weep narrow canyon. rmrack. and a 
perenmal stream A slow wondeng stream flanked with near vertn al walls of varvows clays are topped 
by 10 te 20 feet thc feds of sandstone mmrack Some rotated hemds show thick stands of 
cotiemwoad and eilow with a vanety of other mpanan qpecies The near vertx al shapes and most of 
the plateaus show only unfrequent pumeper The valley Morton on beckes ramet Peskdemgs a graveled road 
and ungated fields and i mostly priv ate land 


Boner Creed The Boner Creet WSA is the most natural area wethen the nomenation area and Comtanns 
$9 ft) ares The WSA comanm 99 A480) acres of BLM land that ™ separated emo three roadless 
segments Beter Creet South Bener (reet Wewt and Beter Creet Faw 


Boner Creet South comtaum § 4075 acres and m separated from the Bemer Creet Wew and Beer ( reet 
bast wmets hy the Northers Border Pypetine road etch latetudenally tramsacts the scmth ume fron the 
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northern two units. This road blends im well wath the surrounding landscape. bul compromurscs the 
WSA value of solitude. as a offers increased motorized access on public lands. In the Better Creek 
South uns, a watchable wildlife route 1s sstusied on the casiern nm where hawks and cagics can be 
seen soaring over the WSA. This nm differs m clevation by as much as 600 feet from the floor of the 
WSA. Vegetative and geological features wethen thr area tend to screen out some obtrusive clements. 
and enhances the values of naturalness and soltude. Exrsting features include reservowrs. a vehicle 
way. fencing, and one corral. 


Bitter Creck Wee unit contains 11,105 acres. The Northern Border Pipeline road defines the boundary 
in the south. and routs define the boundary on the cast and north sides. The topography of this area 1 
rugged in the west contamung shale mounds and dramage channels. converging with the castern section 
of plateaus. potholes. and rollong terrain. Solitude and naturalness are enhanced by the existing 
landforms mm the western section. while the eastern section 1s compromised by the effects of the 
existing road Exrsting features include reservours and fencing 


Bitter Creek East unit contains 39.950 acres. This ts the most natural area where solitude 1s enhanced 
by the sparsely vegetated bowls exist where thickets of aspen and cottonwood trees along with buffalo 
berry and other shrubs enhance the area. Exrsting features include reservows. fencing. and roads on the 


Land charactenstics of the Bitter Creek WSA include rolling terrain. denuded badlands. and lush 
npanan areas The major drainages of the nomination area suppor shrubs. willows and cottonwood 
trees. Large plateaus converge imto rugged eroded breaks. There are some high cliffs and classic 
badlands type areas. “Blow-out™ type of landscape exist where the shale souls are held im place by 
honzontal jumper, buffalo berry. and a vanety of other small shrubs. 


Nightfall transforms the Bitter Creek WSA into darkness with illumination from the celestial sphere 

The lack of facilities and roads enhance the night sky. In other areas, competition between artificial 

lightong and the mght sky often results in a compromising view Only major constellations are visible 
with the unaided eye in moderately developed areas. However. in the WSA area. the celestial bodies 
outshone the darkness of the landscape and can be an intriguing source of questions and appreciation to 
the natural world and the universe 


Cultural 
Of the 274 known archaeological and histone sites within the normunation area, 211 and 63 he within 
the Valley and Phillips Resource Areas. respectively. The pretustonc sites were classified into four 
categories (as per Ruchelmann et. al 1984) as described below 

|. Habitation Sites charactenzed by the presence of one or more of the following features 


a scatters of discarded tools, lithic waste, bone waste, fire cracked rack or pottery m 
association 


b. hearths and other remains of fires (lke fire cracked rock) concentrations, charcoal, ash. 
and clusters of rack i and around a pit 


¢. cairns, defined as groups or cluster of boulders that served as utility platforms oF location 
markers 
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dpi rings oF stone circles. 


2. Procurement Sites. These are indicated by the presence of deposit of bones and artifacts at 
the base of a cliff or exposed in a ravine. Drive line (cairn alignments) might also be 


3. Industrial sites Characterized by the presence of non-diagnostic Inthic debris and artifacts 
associated with the manufacture of stone tools. 


4. Ritual sites characterized by the presence of such features that suggest ceremomial, social, and 
stone effigies. and petroglyph boulders. 


Habitation sites account for 89 percent of the sites within the nomination area. The size of the 
habitation sites range from single cairns and mngs to hundreds of features. 


Procurement sites (< | percent of the known sites) within the nomination area are limited to bison kills. 
Bison kills are known from traps and jumps. This site class represents approximately 3 percent of the 
recorded sites in the PRA. Technically, there are no sites just confined to bison kills in Valley County; 
however, 2 kill sites are associated with large habitation sites. The low percentage of procurement site 
1s consistent with other data from northern Montana. Procurement sties are usually interpreted as 


Industrial sites (< | percent of known sites) are limited to one lithic scatter in the PRA and 2 in the 
recorded in association with habitation features. Quartzite is the most common maternal used in the 
manufacture of stone tools with limited amounts of finer grained materials present (S. Deaver 1988) 
Given the pattern of raw material availability. no large quarry sources would be expected. Instead. the 
pattern seems to be one of exploring local available matenals found in glacial tll and im high plains 
tertiary gravel. 


Ritual sites (1 percent of known sites) are limited to one prehistoric burial in the PRA and 2 sites with 
large diameter rings in the VRA. Additional ritual features are found at one site in the PRA and one 
site in the VRA. The site in Phillips County contains a petroglyph boulder and stone effigy. however, 
no pattern can be determined for the effigy (Davis 1975). This site in the VRA is described as having 
spokes running from a central ring (Tratebas and Lahren 1982). 


A fifth category for historic sites was also included. A total of 24 histone sites (9 percent of known 
sites) are recorded in the nomunation area. The histonc towns and transportation sysiem were not 
included in the 24 sites. Only three of the histonc sites are not directly related to the homestead era of 
1910 to 1920. These sites include one histonc grave of unknown age. a bridge and an ingation canal 


Overall, the site patiern 1s consistent with that found elsewhere in northern Montana. Most of the sites 
are related to domestic activities and are beheved to be related to habitation Most of the histonc sites 
are related to the homestead era. Relatively few sites of other classes exist 


Migratory game. upland game and non-game birds. raptors. game and non game revident wildlife. fur 
bearing. and predatory wildlife species present in the nomination area evther year-long of seasonally 
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are listed in Attachment 3. In addon. amphitians and reptiles are lied ~The predommmant «tidistic 
species im the areca are oncs thal migrate 


The wildlife habntat 1 a crassiand type with small shrub or sagebrush types along the dramages In 
addition to these mparian areas. there are a few scattered woody draws on the castern and western 
edges of the area. Those on the castern edge are more typical of Midwestern arcas with silverberry. 


hawthorn. yuneherry. and chokecherry 


The nomination area contains productive waterfowl habstat. both natural and created wetlands. There 
has been an increase in waterfow! habstat in thes area primarily related to the mcrease im the number 
and density of water impoundments constructed by BLM. The inclusion of islands mm mmpoundments 
has been a great asset to Canada goose production. 


Sage grouse habitat 1s restricted primarily to the silver sage coulees. The sage is confined to relatively 
small areas all of which are important to sage grouse. Sage grouse crucial ( year-long) habitat occurs 
on approximately 10% of the public lands 


Sharp-tailed grouse habitat can be characterized by hills, benchland. and other areas of rolling 
topography with a good stand of old herbage or residual cover. composed chiefly of grasses. Sharp- 
tailed grouse crucial (year-long) habitat occurs on 20% and medium value (year-long) habuat on WG 
of the public lands. 


Pronghorn antelope summer habitat 1s extensive throughout the area. The areas consist primanty of a 
grassiand association which has an abundance and vanety of vanous forbs and fringed sage Silver 
sagebrush 1s limited to coulee bottoms and 1s used extensively for winter habitat if available Winter 
habstat in both quality and quantity are limited) Large numbers of Canadian pronghorn migrate 
through the area during severe winters to sagebrush coulees near Glasgow. No fencing problems are 
currently hampering migration of pronghorns. For antelope, the crucial winter habitat occurs on SG. 
high value (summer) habitat on 25%, and medium value (year-long) habitat on 60% of the public 
lands 


Mule deer habitat is confined primarily to the prairie “breaks” of Rack Creek, Bitter Creek, South Fork 
of Bitter Creek, South and West Forks of Rock Creek, Eagle's Nest Coulee, and Frenchman Creek 
Additional unnamed coulees in those areas are important habitat for mule deer Productivity of the 
mule and whitetail deer populations i this area 1s related closely to the quality and quantity of 
preferred vegetative species. Browse ts the most important species during the winter. Available 
winter forage ts the primary factor lumating the carrying capacity of winter habitat. For white-tailed 
deer, high and medium value (year-long) habitat occurs on 1% of the public lands. For mule deer, high 
value ( year-long) habitat cocurs on 20% . medium value (year-long) habitat on 20%, and low value 
(year-long) on 10% of the public lands 


Fisheries 


There are two fishing revervours (Gay Reservow and Hose Reservour) that have been stacked with 
ramhow trout on publi land within the nomination area 
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Raptors 


Rack Creck Canyon and Rack Crock. Thaeny arca are kcy captor areas, Thew areca, comtam neving 
hawis and have bogh concentrapam of raptors dunng mgranon The Montana Department of Fivh. 
Wildisfe. and Parks (MDFW APs) conducts 4 coms of raptors from Hemsdale to Opherm cach spring 


Special Status Species 
Special status species im tude the folhow ung 


(1) Proposed specics . species that have been officially proposed for lteng as threatened oF 
endangered (T/E) by the Secretary of the Internor. 


(2) TE species - species offictally listed as threatened or endangered by the Secretary of the 
Imenor under the provisions of the Endangered Species Act. 


(3) Camdadate species . species designated as candidates for listing as threatened or endangered 
by the U.S. Pish and Wildlife Service. 


(4) State lasted speges - species proposed for listing or listed by a state m a category umptying 
potential endangerment oF extinction, 
(5) Sensitive species - species designated by a BLM State Director as sensitive. Annmal species 


for Montana North Dakota. and South Dakota were designated on a Bureau of Land 


Managemen: Special Status Species List on May 6. 1994 This designation also unchudes the 
former U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service category 2 species 


Special status species Lnown to exist on the nommnation area are listed mm Attachment 4 


The State of Montana has designated wildlife species that are of special concern Those species known 
to exist on the nommmation area are noted im Attachment § 


Natural System/\ egetation 
( pland \ egetation 


The Mixed-Grass Prarne ACEC nomination area 1s withen the Grama Needlegrass. Wheatgrass 
(Bouteloua- Supa Agropyron) Potential Natural Vegetation type (Kuchler, 1966) This vegetation type 
encompasses most of eastern Montana and a portion of eastern Wyoming and 1s a sub-deloneation of 
the Great Plains-Shortgrass Praine Province (Bailey. 1976) The Great Plains-Shortgrass Prane 
Province stretches from Texas and includes portions of Oklahoma, Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska. and 
most of North Dakota and South Dakota un addition to the area of Montana and W yorung 


Bailey (1995) mm “Description of Booregions of the Unned States” identifies the Booregion as “Great 
Plains-Palouse Dry Steppe” i 1 the largest Booregron on the Unned States. compriwng 8 | percent of 
the total land area of the United States 


Shartgrass prane rangeland types found on Montana exiend into North Dakota South Dakota and 

W young total ncarty 33 mulon acres There has been a slight mcrease of approssmately GOOD acres 
on thes regeon between 198) and 199) promarily to the Comervanon Reserve Program ( Natural 
Resources Comervanon Servoce 1994) The grama-needicgras. wheatgrass grassland type m not 
imperiled by changing land wee. Only 7.99 percent of the type is cultivated (LaRoe et. al. 1995) 


The vegetation found withen the nomenation area 1s currently Comitent with the Potential Natural 
Community as described by Kuchler Kuchler’s narratrve descripnuon of the type lets the order of 
dommnance as weviern wheatgrass. needle and thread. and blue grama Ths 1s the order of dormmnance 
fownd mn the nomenaton Other spenes important om the assacsation as lnted by Kuchiler are 


¢ Bluebunch wheatgrass * Little bluestem 

° Fringed sagewor * Threadical sedge 
¢ Harry goidenaster ¢ Broom snakeweed 
* Prairie junegrass * Dotted gayfeather 
* Plains mubily ¢ Sandberg bluegrass 
¢ Sand dropseed * Green neediegrass 


The Kuchier list dares not ichude all sagnificant species, notably. silver sagebrush 1s not listed 


The term “Mixed Grass” does not really fit the area, tt is actually in the “whorigrass prairie” according 
to Kuchler. This is true in a broad sense for the rolling prairie lands. The “breaks” topography. 
however 1s dummated by mid grasses western wheatgrass green needlegras.. pramme sandreed. litle 
bluesiem needle and thread and has a greater Component of shrubs and forbs than the upland pramnes 
in Better Creek WSA. Ophewm Hills, Rock Creek Canyon and Frenchman Breaks. there are wooded 
draws which include buffalo berry. Racky Mountam juniper. green ash. Chokecherry and less 
commonly. aspen The best examples of woody draws. with the greatest varnety of species. are within 
the Bimer Creek WSA 


Under contract with BLM. the Montana Natural Heritage Program sampled §! plots on the nomeation 
area in 1994 to determine the presence of threatened. endangered of rare plant species oF COmmunsties 


No threatened/endangered plant species or communities were found (Cooper 1994) 
Current upland vegetative ecology al status and trend are depicted on Attachment § 


Crested wheatgrass seedings on previously farmed LU land and “go-back” farmed lands (lands that 
were allowed to revegetate naturally) are widespread im the area Based on measurements from aernal 


photos, 7 480 acres of putin lands on the nomemation area are crested wheatgrass seedings 


An estemated $0,000 to 100,000 acres’ of LU land m the nommation area were farmed during the 
penad of 1916 t0 1936) Sence there was also a substantial amount of publ domain land that w as 
homesteaded and not “proved up on’. the above estemate which involves LU land only. 

comer ative Most of the land was wemply abandoned and not reseeded following purchase by the 
federal government under the Bankhead Jones Farm Tenant Act These lands are generally grow ing 
the potential natural Community and to the Casual observer are generally ondistingurshable from 
undisturhed sites Anyone familar with the homestcading history however can easily distengursh the 
outlines of old fields due to the moldboard plow furrows on the outude and the rack prles on the 
property tenes or on the cowlee heads 


‘Based on the following cakowlatien «190. (1) putin land acres « ethen the mommenateom area KOK + LL bamd © 210 CD) acres 
ef LU land 210,00 acres X 29% to 50% actually plowed (personal e®wers atom) © SOC) te (0) (ND) acres actually 
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The umermingled priv ate lands inchude dry land cropland. wngated hay land. tame pasture and native 
rangeland. The farm lands are concentrated mm the bottom lands on Frenchman. Rack. Willow. 
McEachran and Bluff Creeks and on the Thacny and Genevieve areas The northwest and southcaw 
pornons of the somenation areca. the Bluff Creek to Frenchman area and the Better Crock to Deep Creech 
areas have relatively few crevied wheatgrass seedings and betle farmeng The Better Creek Wilderness 
Study Area 1s the portian least empacted by development and conmtam a vanety of plant communes 
wn healthy conden, mchudeng mpanan. wetland. shorngrass prasme benches. woody draws (aspen. 
hawthorn. chakecherry. buffalo-herry. wilverberry etc ) and shale badlands 


Riparian \ egetation 
Rack Creck and Frenchman Creck are the only perennial streams im the nomination area. In the VRA. 


the following “priority mparian areas” were identified in the JVP RMP. These are imtermitient 
tnbutanes to Rack Creek which inchude public land ownershup of the mpanan area 


* South Creek * Southfork Rack Creck 
* Deep Creek * McBachran Creek 

* Bluff Creek * Crow Creek 

* Eastiork Crow Creek * Snake Creck 

* Willow Creek * Eastfork Willow Creek 
* Chishoim Creek * Batter Crock 

* Eagle's Nest Creek 


The JVP RMP lists 110.8 miles of public ownership on these streams. In 1995, an assessment of all 
potential npanan areas was made to determune all intermittent and ephemera! streams and to 
subsequently determine the habutat types and health/function status of all streams on the area This 
resulted in 19 additional streams hemng classified as intermittent mpanian areas within the nomination 
area im the VRA for a total of 264 2 miles of strearn Three streams totaling 14.9 miles were identified 
and inventoned mm the PRA portion of the nomination area 


Much of the mpanan land i the nommation area 1s privately owned. Frenchman. Rack. Willow. 
McEachran, and Bluff Creek have mrngated hay lands along the creek 


Kiparian Habitat Ty pes 


The vegetation of the mpanan zones has heen classified into habitat types by the Montana Ripanan 
Assaciation (MRA) and BLM personne! on all streams un the nomination area The dormenant 
vegetation of the stream Channels 1s a sedge rush and/or streambank willow Community at the wettest 
zone with rose snowherry. buffaloberry and silver sagebrush with western wheatgrass. green 
neediegrass. Canada wildrye and other deep rooted perenmal grasses at the upper terrace level Tree 
cover ts very lumited. species mnchude green ash. plans cottonwood and peachleal willow 


Leafy spurge has wnvaded the Rack Creek dramage and has altered the vegetation of some of the 
riparian areas entering Rack Creek. There ts about 2.0000 acres of leafy spurge on all land ownershups 
in the nomination area. ht ts evtimated that there is SOD acres on BLM public lands Willow Creek. 
Rack Creek, Bitter Creek, Cotlim Creek. Chishotm Creek. Lime Creek, Burnett Creek have heavy 
infestavom Scattered infestation are fownd on Bluff Creek and Mcbachran Creek 


Riparian Health and | unction 


The strearm of the normnation area are largely om Mable Comdman Seventy two percent of the ream 
miles sampled in VRA are mm proper fenctiomng condmon (PFC) while 28% are functional at rk 
(FAR) There are zero mules om non-functsonal (NF) status (refer to Atachment 6) Approsemately 
88% of the VRA streams wethen the nomination arca have esther a rewt rotation of deferred rotation 


grazing sytem 


The streams im the PRA are under season-long grazing. of these 12% are mm PFC while 68% are m 
FAR 


Paleontological Resources 


The normenation area 1s underlain primanty by the Judith River and Bearpaw Shale formations 
Denosaurs, mammals. cracadsles. turtles, and other reptiles, amphtians. and fish are Lnown to he 
fownd mm the Judah River formation (Cambrian. late Cretaceous, about 7$ milhon years) Marie 
reptiles and mnvertebrates are also known to he found om the Bearpaw Shale formation which represents 
the last mayor transgression of the Western Intenor Seaway in the late Cretaceous Outcrops of these 
formations can he found withen the nomunation area. however. have not heen intensively mventaned 
for paleontological resources To date. there have nct heen any significant paleomology al resources 
discov ered withen the nomenation area 


Natural Hazards 


There are no natural hazards withen the nomination area 


‘Rest rotation Crasing management method where one pasture (of three to five pastures) os rested fora year 
whele the remarmeng pastures are grored mn» planned rotating sequence of use pete 


Deferred Retateon Craseng manage men method where each pasture (two to several) is grazed each vear at a 
dofterem tome hase! on a planned rotation sequeme 
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